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NOTE
Page r e fe r e n c e s  to  works by J . -K .  Euysmans g iv e n  i n  the t e x t  o f
th is  t h e s is  are c i t e d  from  the r e le v a n t  volume o f  the Oeuvres com pletes
(P a r is ,  C re s , 1 9 2 8 -3 4 ), u n le s s  o th e rw ise  s t a t e d .
INTRODUCTION
In h is  i n t e r e s t in g  su rvey  J .-K . Huysmans d evan t l a  c r i t iq u e  
en F ran ce : 1 87 4 -19 60 . p u b lish e d  in  1970, K ich a e l I s s a c h a r o f f  
observed  th a t
La c r i t iq u e  huysm ansienne se p réoccu pé  beaucoup  t r o p . . .  
des d e t a i l s  b io g r a p h iq u e s , en l a i s s a n t  so u v e n t de c& té 
tou t e s s a i  d 'a n a ly B e  l i t t é r a i r e .  ( l )
C e r ta in ly  the m ost u s e fu l  book on Euysmans i s  R o b e r t  B a ld ic k ’ s
b iog ra p h y , p u b lish ed  in  1955 (2 )  two yea rs  a f t e r  P ie r r e  C o g n y 's
s u b s ta n t ia l  gen era l s tu d y  o f  Euysmans' th ou gh t and w r i t in g s ,
J .-K . Kuysmans à l a  r e c h e rc h e  de l ’ u n i t é . E ow ever, w ith in  the
l a s t  tw e n ty -f iv e  y e a r s ,  c o n s id e r a b le  attem pts have been made to
re d r e s s  the b a la n ce  in  fa v o u r  o f  c l o s e  a n a ly s is  o f  Euysmans'
t e x t s ,  u s u a lly  in  the form  o f  s h o r t  a r t i c l e s  d e v o te d  to  s p e c i f i c
works or t o p i c s .  Three s i g n i f i c a n t  exam ples I n d ic a t e  th is  change
o f  approach : the p u b l ic a t io n  o f  the papers g iv e n  a t  the Le Kans
co lloqu iu m  o f  1977 in  the Revue des s c ie n c e s  hum aines (1 7 0 -7 1 ,
1 9 7 8 ), the F e s t s c h r i f t  f o r  P ie r r e  L a m b ert,* ( 3 )  o r  the in c r e a s in g
tendency o f  the B u lle t in  de l a  S o c ié t é  J .-K . Euvsmans to  p r in t
a r t i c l e s  which adopt the tech n iqu e o f  academ ic l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c i s m
ra th e r  than th a t  o f  b i o - b ib l i o g r a p h i c a l  s c h o la r s h ip  w hich was
favou red  in  the p a s t . In  a d d it io n ,  a l l  the b e s t  known w orks up
to  and in c lu d in g  L a -ba s  a re  now a v a i la b le  in  paperback  - -  and to
the e d it io n s  o f  A r e b o u rs  p resen ted  by Karc F um aroli and P ie r r e
V aldner has r e c e n t ly  been added Kme Rose F o r t a s s i e r 's  e x c e l l e n t
c r i t i c a l  e d i t i o n  o f  Euysm ans' m a s te rp ie ce . ( 4 )
N everth e less  i t  rem ains true to  say th a t  th ere  i s  no
p u b lish ed  work e x c lu s iv e ly  devoted  to  the a n a ly s is  o f  Kuysmans
as a n o v e l i s t ,  which n o t  on ly  d is c u s s e s  in d iv id u a l  n o v e ls  b u t a ls o
Vi
the gen era l p a tte rn  o f  t h e i r  d eve lop m en t. The aim o f  th is  t h e s is  
i s  p r e c is e ly  to s tu d y  the f i c t i o n  o f  J . -K .  Huysmans, from  the 
p e rs p e c t iv e  o f  h is  a s s o c ia t io n  w ith  n a tu ra lis m . Two u n p u b lish ed  
d o c to r a l  d is s e r t a t io n s  su bm itted  in  B r i t is h  u n iv e r s i t i e s  have 
p re v io u s ly  surveyed  Huysmans' f i c t i o n a l  o u tp u t . The f i r s t  i s  by 
R obert B a ld ick , on 'The N ovels  o f  J . -K .  H uysm ans'. ( 5 )  D e s p ite  
th is  t i t l e ,  how ever, o n ly  one o f  th e  fo u r  p a r ts  i s  a c t u a l ly  d ir e c t e d  
towards exam ining 'T he N o v e l i s t 's  C r a f t '  —  the rem ain in g  th re e  
d is c u s s in g  h is  l i f e ,  th ou gh t and in f lu e n c e .  S i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  the 
th ird  volume o f  th e  th eB is  (one t h i r d  o f  the t o t a l  w ork) c o n s i s t s  
o f  an appendix o f  u n p u b lish ed  d ocu m en ts, w hich B a ld ick  e x p l o i t s  
to  the f u l l  in  the su bsequ en t b io g r a p h y . In  f a c t  the d i s s e r t a t i o n  
i s  to  a l l  in te n ts  and pu rp oses s im p ly  an i n i t i a l  d r a f t  o f  t h is  
b iograp h y , and B a ld ick  makes h is  b io g r a p h ic a l  b ia s  c le a r  from  
the b eg in n in g :
With the p o s s ib l e  e x c e p t io n  o f  Les Soeurs V a ta rd . Huysmans' 
n o v e ls  are seen  t o  com prise  the memoirs o f  h is  m a te r ia l  and 
s p ir i t u a l  e x i s t e n c e ,  w ith  a  grow in g  em phasis in  each  su cce e d ­
in g  work upon the ev en ts  o f  h is  in n e r  l i f e .  ( 6 )
The second t h e s i s ,  by John R oach , i s  on 'The Themes and
Techniques in  the P r e -c o n v e r s io n  N ove ls  o f  J . -K .  H uysm ans'. ( 7 )
Roach does n ot s tu d y  in d iv id u a l  w orks in  t h e ir  own r i g h t ,  but
adopts a them atic a p p roa ch , e x c lu d in g  what he c a l l s  Huysmans'
'p o s t -n a t u r a l is t  p e r i o d ' from c o n s id e r a t io n  a lt o g e t h e r .  H is  main
reason  f o r  th is  e x c lu s io n  i s  n o t  s im p ly  a j u s t i f i a b l e  a ttem p t to
co u n te ra c t  the 'C a t h o l i c '  b ia s  o f  p re v io u s  com m entators, ( 8 )
but a ls o  the somewhat q u e s t io n a b le  b e l i e f  th a t a f t e r  h is  co n v e rs io n
Euysmans underwent an e q u a lly  r a d i c a l  tra n s fo rm a tio n  as a n o v e l i s t .
Thus Roach argues th a t  th ere  i s  a  s i g n i f i c a n t  change in  Euysmans'
a t t itu d e  towards tim e from  En r o u t e  onw ards: i f  b e fo re  i t  i s  seen
v i i
as a 's t a t e  o f  f lu x  co n firm in g  m an's s e rv itu d e  to  te m p o ra lity  in  
h is  a le a t o r y  c o n d i t i o n ',  now D u rta l e n te rs  a 'M a in ten ant qui 
d u re ' o f  m ystic  u n ity  w ith  the D iv in e . ( 9 )  T h is  a s s e r t io n  seem s, 
f r a n k ly ,  q u ite  u n co n v in c in g , f o r  the b io g r a p h ic a l  and l i t e r a r y  
f a c t s  su g g est th a t , as M a r ie -C la ire  B ancquart p u ts  i t ,  ' l a  
c o n v e rs io n  de Euysmans n 'e t a i t  p o in t  a p a is e m e n t '. (1 0 )  In  any 
ca s e , s im p ly  to  ig n o re  Huysmans' C a th o l ic  work i s  to  o f f e r  a 
v i s io n  o f  the w r it e r  which in  i t s  own way i s  as b lin k e r e d  and 
tru n ca te d  as th a t o f  the C a t h o l ic  c r i t i c s  w h o-d ism iss  h is  e a r ly  
w r it in g s  as mere porn ograp h y . (1 1 )  F u rth erm ore, the th em atic 
approach  c r e a te s  the problem  th a t  the n o v e ls  th em selves have 
in e v it a b ly  to  be su b ord in a ted  to  the themes they are s a id  to 
e x e m p lify . In d iv id u a l works tend  to  be seen  in  a fragm entary 
way as  th e ir  d i f f e r e n t  e lem en ts are a n a ly sed  in  subsequent 
s e c t i o n s ,  and a t the same tim e th ere  i s  a c e r t a in  r e p e t i t iv e n e s s  
as the same works r e c u r  in  d i f f e r e n t  c o n t e x t s .  C on sequ en tly , 
a c h r o n o lo g ic a l  exam ination  o f  the e n t i r e t y  o f  Huysmans' f i c t i o n a l  
ou tp u t seems fa r  more l i k e l y  t o  a llo w  an a n a ly s is  w hich r e s p e c t s  
n ot o n ly  the autonomy o f  p a r t i c u la r  w ork s , but a ls o  the coh eren ce  
o f  h is  l i t e r a r y  v i s io n  and h is  p la ce  in  l i t e r a r y  h is t o r y .
A m ajor problem  in  a s s e s s in g  Huysmans' v i s i o n  and h is  
s i t u a t io n  in  l i t e r a r y  h is t o r y  i s  to  d e f in e  the e x a c t  n ature  o f  
h is  r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  n a tu r a lis m . H is con tem p ora r ies  began to  
e x p e r ie n ce  some d i f f i c u l t y  in  c l a s s i f y i n g  him when, w ith  A r e b o u r s , 
he had m a n ife s t ly  d e se r te d  'L a  Queue de K. Z o l a ' .  (1 2 )  For J u le s  
H u ret, ca rry in g  o u t h is  Enou6 te  su r 1 'e v o lu t io n  l i t t é r a i r e  in  
1891, Huysmans rem ains among the ranks o f  the 'n a t u r a l i s t e s ',  
whereas C. Le G o f f i c  w r it in g  Les K om anciers d 1 au .iourd 1 hui in  
18°0 had a lread y  tr a n s fe r re d  him to  ' l e s  s y m b o l i s t e s '.  Buyscans
v i l i
h im se lf  m ight w e ll a t  t h is  tim e have a g re e d  w ith  O ctave K ir b e a u 's  
s c o r n fu l  d ism issa l o f  such  j o u r n a l i s t i c  l a b e l s ,  the l a t t e r  t e l l i n g  
E u ret: 'Le n a tu ra lism e! m ais j e  m 'en f i c h e ! • (1 3 )  C e r ta in ly  
H u re t 's  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  HuyBmans' c o -a u t h o r  o f  Les S o ir e e s  de Médan 
Leon E ennique, as p a s s in g  through  n a tu r a lis m  to  b e in g  a 'q u a s i -  
s y m b o l i s t e ',  a f t e r  s t a r t in g  as a 'rom a n tiq u e  c o n v a in c u ',  (1 4 ) 
seems to  su g g e st  a r a th e r  g l i b  c o n c e p t io n  o f  l i t e r a r y  fa s h io n s .
ft
But though Buysmans prom ises h is  c o r re s p o n d e n t  A r i j  E rin s  in  A p r i l  
1890 th a t in  La-bas ' j e  vom is dans l e  p re m ie r  ch a p itr e  su r l e  
n a t u r a l is m e ',  ( 1 5 ) the p u b lis h e d  n o v e l in  f a c t  a ttem pts a more 
s e r io u s  a p p ra isa l o f  the s tre n g th s  and w eak n esses o f  n a tu ra lism  
and o f  the p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  r e c o n c i l i n g  i t  w ith  the s p i r i t u a l  
p e rs p e c t iv e  to  which the a u th or was h im s e l f  now tu rn in g .
Subsequent com m entators have f r e q u e n t ly  turned t h e i r  
a t te n t io n  to  the problem  o f  Huysmans' b e t r a y a l  o r  renew al o f  
n a tu ra lism  (a s  Z o la  and Huysmans h im s e lf  m ight r e s p e c t i v e ly  have 
seen i t )  in  A reb ou rs  and L a -b a s . H enri B a c h e l in 's  b o o k ,
J .  -K . Huysmans: du n a tu ra lism e  l i t t é r a i r e  au n a tu ra lism e  m y stiq u e , 
p u b lish ed  in  1926, o f f e r s  a f u l l  and f a i r  treatm en t o f  th is  
s u b je c t ,  w h ile  rem ain ing on a r e l a t i v e l y  g e n e r a l is e d  l e v e l .
Vhereas a stu dy e n t i t le d  Des tén èb res  à l a  lu m iè r e : é ta p e s  de
la  pensee m ystique de J . -K .  Huvsmans. p u b lis h e d  by the J e s u it
K . K. B e iv a i in  1968, seems from  the o u t s e t  prepared  to  r e le g a te  
Kuysmans' p r e -co n v e r s io n  n o v e ls  to  the o u t e r  d a rk n ess , B ach elin  
a t l e a s t  a llo w s  f o r  c o n t in u it y  and change s im u lta n e o u s ly . As 
h is  t i t l e  s u g g e s ts , n a tu ra lism  rem ains p r e s e n t  w h ile  u n dergoin g
a q u a l i t a t iv e  tra n s form a tion  from  the ' l i t e r a r y '  to  the 'm y s t i c a l '  
M ysticism  may w ell seem an u n s a t i s fa c t o r y  term to  a s s o c ia t e  e i t h e r  
w ith the study o f  l i t e r a r y  t e x t s  f o r  t h e i r  i n t r i n s i c  in t e r e s t .
i x
o r  w ith  a movement l ik e  n a tu ra lism  w h ich  i s  g e n e r a lly  "thought 
to  r e f l e c t  a m a t e r ia l i s t i c  d e te rm in ism . This i s  p erh ap s  why 
c r i t i c s  o f  Huysmans tend to  shy away from  s tu d y in g  the -p ra c tica l 
im p l ic a t io n s  o f  h is  co n ce p t io n  o f  'n a tu r a lis m e  s p ir i t u & l  is te  ' 
in  h is  t e x t s .  There are n o ta b le  e x c e p t io n s ,  s u ch  as M a r-ie -L ou ise  
I s s a u ra t—D e s la e f  ' s exam ination  o f  th e  f a n t a s t i c  e le m e n ts  in 
L à -b a s . ( 1 6 )  but to o  o f t e n  com m entators seem co n te n t t o  
d e lin e a te  th e  s ta g e s  o f  Huysmans' l i t e r a r y  con v ers ion  o n  a 
p u re ly  b io g r a p h ic a l  l e v e l .
In p o in t  o f  f a c t ,  a p a rt from  con tem p ora ry  r e v ie w s , there 
are few s t u d ie s  d evoted  to  the l i t e r a r y  e lem en ts  o f h i s  post­
co n v e rs io n  w ork . R ich ard  G r i f f i t h s  ch a r te d  h i s  place i n  the 
C a th o lic  R e v iv a l  in  the R ea ction a ry  R e v o lu t io n  in  19 6 6 ,  but from  
the broad p e r s p e c t iv e  o f  the h is t o r y  o f  r e l i g i o u s  id e a s  in the 
la te  n in e te e n th  and e a r ly  tw en tie th  c e n t u r ie s .  While e a c h  year 
produces s e v e r a l  a r t i c l e s  on A re b o u rs  which draw a t t e n t io n  to  
Euysmans ' 'm is e  en q u e s t io n  du R é fé r e n t  suprêm e, la  S a t u r e '
(a s  K.ax M iln e r  puts i t )  in  h is  most fam ous w ork , there seems to  
be much l e s s  in t e r e s t  in  the ways in  w hich  Euysmans s u b s e q u e n t ly  
s tro v e  to  make l i t e r a t u r e  ou t o f  h is  c o n fr o n t a t io n  w i t h  the 
u ltim a te  ' r e f e r e n t ' ,  God. N otin g  t h i s  a b se n ce , M ilner w onders:
En R ou te  m arquera it - i l  l e  d é p a r t  vers  un a i l l e u r s  de
la  l i t t é r a t u r e ,  ou de ce  que n o s  contem porains
r e s s e n t e n t  comme t e l ?  (1 7 )
A re c e n t  book  by M adeleine Y . O r t o le v a , J o r is -E a r l  Kuysmans 
rom ancier du s a lu t  (1 9 8 1 ) ,  seems to p rom ise a fre sh  a p p ro a ch  
to  Euysnans ' f in a l  w orks, but a lth o u g h  th is  com m en tator makes 
freq u en t u se  o f  the term ' l e s  romans du s a lu t ' in  her s tu d y , 
the rea d er  i s  l e f t  to  i n f e r  th a t the 's a lv a t io n *  seems merely 
to  l i e  in  the f a c t  th a t Huysmans co n t in u e d  to  w rite  n o v e l s
Xw h ile  p r a c t i s in g  as a C a th o lic  and even w rote abou t C a th o lic is m } 
we remain w ith  the b io g r a p h ic a l  b i a s .  The te n s io n s  and c o n tr a ­
d ic t io n s  behind  Kuysmans' su pposed  r e c o n c i l i a t i o n  o f  n a tu ra lism  
and r e l i g i o u s  f a i t h  are b a r e ly  e x p lo r e d .
There i s  a n eed , th en , to  g o  beyond the g e n e r a l , l a r g e ly  
h i s t o r i c a l ,  p e r s p e c t iv e  whiph c r i t i c s  have adopted  in  d is c u s s in g  
Huysmans' r e la t io n s h ip  to  n a tu ra lism  and lo o k  c l o s e ly  a t  i t s  
im p lic a t io n s  f o r  h is  in d iv id u a l  t e x t s .  By making use o f  the 
term 'n a tu ra lism e  s p i r i t u a l i s t e '  in  the f i r s t  ch a p ter o f  L a -b a s . 
Huysmans h im s e lf  seems to  in v i t e  us to  see a l l  h is  work in  terms 
o f  one v a r ie t y  o r  an oth er o f  n a tu r a lis m , ra th e r  than s im p ly  
those e a r ly  works most o b v io u s ly  w r it t e n  under the in f lu e n c e  o f  
Z o la . A lthough  i t  i s  c e r t a in ly  n e ce s s a r y  to  r e s p e c t  the f a c t s  
o f  h is  b iogra p h y  —  h is  re tu rn  t o  C a th o lic is m  c l e a r ly  c r e a t e s  
a 'b e f o r e ' and 'a f t e r '  —  th ere  seems to  be no v a lid  rea son  to  
ign ore  o r  d ism iss  any p a r t i c u la r  p e r io d  o f  h is  w ork, o r  g iv e  
some p a r t ic u la r  p e r io d  a p r iv i l e g e d  s t a t u s , f o r  what in  the f i r s t  
in sta n ce  a t  l e a s t  must be grou nds e x t r in s i c  to  l i t e r a r y  ju d gem en ts . 
Perhaps, in  the f in a l  a n a ly s is ,  Huysmans does break the bounds 
o f  n a tu ra lism , f i c t i o n  o r  l i t e r a t u r e  in  the cou rse  o f  h is  
developm ent} but th is  i s  p r e c i s e ly  the is s u e  to  be e x p lo r e d .
* * * * * *
ChAPTER ONE
HUYSKANS AS A PROPONENT AND CRITIC OF NATURALISM
NATURALISEE: Système de ceux qu i a t t r ib u e n t  t o u t  à l a  n a tu re  
comme prem ier p r in c ip e .
(E . L i t t r é ,  D ic t io n n a ir e  de l a  lan gu e  f r a n ç a i s e . 1869)
Darwin*8 c h ild r e n  laughed  a t  him f o r  the n a iv e  en th u siasm  o f  
h is  d e s c r ip t io n s ,  s e iz in g  p a r t i c u la r l y  on h is  a ccou n t o f  a la r v a l  
c i r r ip e d e  'w ith  s ix  p a irs  o f  b e a u t i fu l ly  c o n s tr u c te d  n a t a to r y  
l e g s ,  a p a ir  o f  m a g n if io it  compound e y e s , and e x tre m e ly  com plex 
a n te n n a e ',  which they sa id  sounded l i k e  an a d v e r t is e m e n t . Y et 
t h i s  enthusiasm , an a lm ost c h i l d l i k e  sen se  o f  wonder a t  the 
am azing co n tr iv a n ce s  and i n t e r r e l a t i o n s  o f  the n a tu ra l w o r ld , 
w h ich  never became d e s ic c a te d  even w h ile  he was engaged in  
g iv in g  them a p u re ly  m a ter ia l e x p la n a t io n , i s  one o f  th e  charms 
o f  The O rig in  and i s  a fe a tu r e  o f  i t  w hich i s  unduly n e g le c te d  
by the many who have found in  i t  m erely  a b r u t a l ly  m a t e r i a l i s t i c  
a cco u n t o f  a b lea k  and s o u l l e s s  n a tu r e .
(J .W . Burrow, I n t r o d u c t io n  to  The O r ig in  o f  S p e c ie s , 
Penguin 1968 )
?Maupassant on 25 December 1676, he rem arks:
itw p k A iBBent p eu t-on  donner dans des mots v id e s  de se n s  comme 
e e l u i - l à :  'N a tu ra lis m e '?  Pourquoi a - t - o n  d é la is s é  ce bon 
^  ^Îl'A JM apfleury avec l e  'R é a l is m e ',  qui e s t  une in e p t i e  du 
■ lu e  c a l ib r e  ou p lu t& t la  même in e p t ie ?  ( 1 )
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To Which Z o la , in  an o b itu a r y  essa y  on F la u b e r t , r e p l i e s :
. .
Les jo u rs  ou i l  s 'e m p o r t a i t  co n tre  l e s  e t i q u e t t e s ,  l e s  
t - B ots en ism e . je  lu i  ré p o n d a is  q u ' i l  fa u t  p o u r ta n t  des 
B ots pour c o n s ta te r  des f a i t s ;  sou ven t même c e s  mots so n t 
fo r g é s  e t  im posés par l e  p u b l ic ,  qu i a b e so in  de se 
r e c o n n a ît r e , au m ilie u  du t r a v a i l  de son tem ps. (2 )
F la u b e r t , he adds, t r ie s  som ^iat w i l f u l l y  to  deny the e x is te n c e  
o f  l i t e r a r y  h is t o r y ,  o f  c o n t in u it y  and in f lu e n c e s  betw een w r ite r s  
and groups o f  w r it e r s ;  he p re ten d s  h o rro r  a t  the n o t io n  th a t 
Madame Bovary may be seen as a model o f  'r e a l i s m ',  w ould  g la d ly  
d e s tr o y  the book f o r  a l in e  o f  C hateau brian d , and so  on .
But a hundred years  o n , the h is t o r y  o f  n a tu ra lism  has been 
s c r u p u lo u s ly  ch arted  in  c o u n t le s s  books and a r t i c l e s .  The a s s o c ­
i a t i o n  o f  J .-K . Euysmans w ith  n a tu ra lism  i s  w e ll known, as i s  the 
p a tte rn  o f  h is  developm ent from  ' l e  n a tu ra lism e  l i t t é r a i r e '  to  
' l e  n atu ra lism e m y s t iq u e ', t o  use B a c h e lin 's  term s. ( 3 )  In  
November 1891 (a  t r a n s i t io n a l  yea r marked by the p u b l ic a t io n  o f  
L à -b a s ) Huysmans h im se lf  d e c la r e s  in  a l e t t e r  th at he r e j e c t s  the 
s p i r i t  o f  n atu ra lism  w h ile  r e t a in in g  i t s  m ethods. ( 4 )  This i s  
in d eed  the con v en tion a l c r i t i c a l  view  o f  h is  developm en t as a 
n o v e l i s t .  N aturalism  has s u rv iv e d  as a g e n e ra l term , about which 
th ere  i s  a c r i t i c a l  con sen su s : th is  open in g  ch a p ter  t r i e s  to  
e s t a b l i s h  what th is  con sen sus i s ,  w ith p a r t ic u la r  r e fe r e n c e  to  
Euysmans' own c r i t i c a l  and t h e o r e t ic a l  w r it in g s .  The r e s t  o f  the 
t h e s is  then r e la t e s  the w ork ing  d e f in i t i o n  o f  n a tu ra lism  a rr iv e d  
a t in  th is  ch apter to  the p r a c t i c e  o f  n a tu ra lism  in  Huysmans' f i c t io n .T h e
3F lau b ert ' s d is d a in  foi 11 ter-ary l a b e l s  i s  w e ll known.
W r it in g  to Maupassant on  23 be em ber 1876, he rem arks:
Comment peut-on donner d a in s  des m ots v id e s  de s e n s  comme 
c e l u i - l à :  'N atura lism e1 ? Pourquoi a - t - o n  d é la i s s é  ce  bon
Champfleury avec l e  'Seal— i s  m e ', q u i e s t  vine in e p t i e  du 
même c a l ib r e  ou p lu tô t  l a s  co&me in e p t ie ?  (1 )
To w hich  Z o la , in  an ob itu a ry  e s s a y  on F la u b e r t ,  r e p l i e s :
Les j o u r s  où i l  s  • emporteai t  contre l e s  é t i q u e t t e s ,  l e s  
mots en  ism e. j e  l u i  ré p co n d a is  q u ' i l  fa u t  p o u r ta n t  des 
mots p o u r  c o n s t a t e r  d«s f a i t s ;  sou ven t même ce s  mots so n t 
forgés  e t  im poses par le  p u b l ic ,  q u i a b e so in  de se 
r e c o n n a ître , au m ilieu  d\__i t r a v a i l  de son tem ps. ( 2 )
F la u b e r t , he adds, t r i e s  som ^ i^ t w i l f u l l y  to  deny the e x is t e n c e  
o f  l i t e r a r y  h is t o r y ,  o f  cohtint—i i t y  and in f lu e n c e s  betw een  w r ite r s  
and groups o f  w r it e r s ; he p r e t e n d s  horror a t  the n o t io n  th a t 
Madame Bovary may be s e e n  as a  m odel o f  'r e a l i s m ',  w ou ld  g la d ly  
d e s t r o y  the book  fo r  a  l in e  o f  C h ateaubriand , and so  o n .
But a hundred y e a r s  on, —the h is tory  o f  n a tu ra lis m  has been 
s c r u p u lo u s ly  charted i n  cou n tl«esa  books and a r t i c l e s .  The a s s o c ­
i a t i o n  o f J . - K .  Kuysmans with xn a tu ra lism  i s  w e ll  known, as iB the 
p a t te r n  o f h i s  developm ent fr o  mm * l e  n a tu ra lism e  l i t t é r a i r e '  to  
' l e  n a tu ra lism e  m y s t iq u e ',  to —u se  E a ch e lin 's  term s. ( 3 )  In 
November 1891 (a  tr a n s it io n a l ;y e a .r  marked by the p u b l ic a t io n  o f  
L a -b a s ) Euysmans h im s e l f  d eclsL xes  in a l e t t e r  th a t he r e j e c t s  the 
s p i r i t  o f n atu ra lism  w h ile  re t --a  i n i  ne i t s  m ethods. ( 4 )  T h is i s  
in d e e d  the c o n v e n t io n a l  c r i t i o  a l  view o f  h is  d eve lop m en t as a 
n o v e l i s t .  K atu ra lism  has surv— i v e d  as a g e n e ra l term , abou t which 
th e re  is  a c r i t i c a l  con sen su s : t h i s  open in g  ch a p te r  t r i e s  to  
e s t a b l i s h  w hat this consensus i 0 ,  with p a r t ic u la r  r e fe r e n c e  to  
Euysmans' own c r i t i c a l  and t h e - o f e t i c a l  w r i t in g s .  The r e s t  o f  the 
t h e s is  then re la te s  t h e  workirag d e f in i t io n  o f  n a tu ra lis m  a rr iv e d  
a t  in  this ch apter t o  the p ra c= t> e e  of n a tu ra lism  in  Huysmans' f i c t io n .T h e
3F la u b e r t ' e d isd a in  f o r  l i t e r a x y  l a b e l s  i s  w e ll known.
W rit in g  to  Maupassant on 2 5  December 1876 , he rem arks:
Comment p e u t-o n  d o n n e r  dans des mots v id e s  de sen s  comme 
c e l u i - l a :  'N a tu ra l!e rn e '?  P ourquoi a - t - o n  d é la is s é  ce  bon 
C ham pfleury avec l e  'ü é a l is m e ',  qu i e s t  une in e p t i e  du 
même c a l ib r e  ou p l u t ô t  la  même in e p t i e ?  ( l )
To w hich  Z o la , in  an o b itu a r y  essa y  on F la u b e r t , r e p l i e s :
Les jo u rs  où  i l  s 'e m p o r t a i t  c o n tr e  l e s  e t i q u e t t e s ,  l e s  
m ots en is m e , je  l u i  répon dais q u ' i l  fa u t  p o u rta n t des 
m ots pour c o n s ta te r  des f a i t s ;  sou ven t même ce s  mots so n t 
fo r g é s  e t  imposés p a r  le  p u b l i c ,  q u i a b e so in  de se 
r e c o n n a î t r e ,  au m i l i e u  du t r a v a i l  de son  tem ps. ( 2 )
F la u b e r t , he a d d s , t r ie s  some^iat w i l f u l l y  to  deny the e x is t e n c e  
o f  l i t e r a r y  h is t o r y ,  o f  c o n t in u it y  and in f lu e n c e s  betw een w r ite r s  
and g rou p s  o f  w r it e r s ;  h e  pretends h o r r o r  a t  the n o t io n  th a t 
Madame Bovary may be se e n  as a model o f  'r e a l i s m ',  w ould g la d ly  
d e s tr o y  the book fo r  a l i n e  o f  C h ateau brian d , and so  on .
But a hundred y e a rs  on, the h is t o r y  o f  n a tu ra lism  has been 
s cru p u lo u s ly  ch a rte d  in  c o u n t le s s  books and a r t i c l e s .  The a s s o c ­
ia t i o n  o f  J .-K . Kuysmans w ith  n a tu ra lism  i s  w e ll  known, as i s  the 
p a tte rn  o f  h is  deve lop m en t from ' l e  n a tu ra lism e  l i t t é r a i r e '  to  
' l e  n a tu ra lism e  m y s t iq u e ',  to use B a c h e l in 's  term s. ( 3 )  In  
November 1891 ( a  t r a n s it io n a l  yea r marked by the p u b l ic a t io n  o f  
L a -b a s ) Kuysmans h im se lf d e c la re s  in  a l e t t e r  th a t he r e j e c t s  the 
s p i r i t  o f  n atu ra lism  w h i le  r e t a in in g  i t s  m ethods. ( 4 ) T h is i s  
indeed  the con v en tion a l c r i t i c a l  v iew  o f  h is  developm en t as a 
n o v e l i s t .  N aturalism  h a s  su rvived  as a g e n e ra l term , abou t which 
there i s  a c r i t i c a l  co n se n su s : th is  op en in g  ch a p ter  t r i e s  to  
e s t a b l i s h  what th is  con sen su s  i s ,  w ith  p a r t ic u la r  r e fe r e n c e  to  
Kuysmans' own c r i t i c a l  and  t h e o r e t ic a l  w r i t in g s .  The r e 6 t  o f  the 
th e s is  then r e l a t e s  the w orking d e f i n i t i o n  o f  n a tu ra lism  a rr iv e d  
at in  t h is  ch a p te r  to t h e  p ra c t ic e  o f  n a tu ra lism  in  Huysmans' f i c t io n .T h e
r e la t io n s h ip  between th e o ry  and p r a c t ic e  i s  r e c i p r o c a l ;  each
il lu m in a te s  the o t h e r . But i t  seems m ost l o g i c a l  to  b e g in  on
t h e o r e t ic a l  term s, w ith  an overv iew  o f  Huysmans' c o n t r ib u t io n
to  n a tu ra lism  as a c r i t i c  and h is  p la ce  in  the h is t o r y  o f  n a t u r a l !
as a l i t e r a r y  movement, b e fo r e  exam ining s p e c i f i c  n o v e ls .
N e v e r th e le s s , i t  must be made c l e a r  t h a t ,  th ro u g h o u t, Ruysmans
i s  the main fo c u s  o f  t h i s  s tu d y ; i t  i s  n o t  in ten d ed  to  p ro v id e
a d is c u s s io n  o f  n a tu ra lism  and the n a t u r a l i s t  n o v e l in  g e n e r a l .
A part from  h is  n o v e l s ,  Huysmans i s  o f  co u rse  fam ous as an
a r t  c r i t i c  —  the c r i t i c  o f  modern a r t ,  a c c o r d in g  to  R oger Marx
in  1893. ( 3 )  The main aim o f  th is  ch a p te r  i s ,  how ever, to
a r r iv e  a t  a w orking d e f i n i t i o n  o f  n a tu ra lis m  by exam ining
Huysmans' v iew s on t h is  term and r e l a t in g  them to  th ose  o f
o th er  w r ite r s  on the s u b je c t  ( e i t h e r  h is  co n te m p o r a r ie s , o r
modern c r i t i c s ) .  A w ork in g  d e f i n i t i o n ,  a s  a s t a r t in g  p o in t ,
i s  s u re ly  v i t a l  i f  we a re  to  a v o id  the d a n gers  w hich  F la u b e r t 's
i r r i t a t i o n  w ith  'is m s ' p o in t s  t o :  such term s e a s i l y  d eg en era te
in t o  vague g e n e r a l is a t io n s  w hich ig n o re  the p a r t i c u la r i t y  o f
in d iv id u a l a u th o rs . A p r e c is e  d e f i n i t i o n  i s ,  in e v it a b ly  p erh a p s ,
im p o s s ib le : on the one hand, the word n a tu ra lis m  i s  g r o s s ly
overch arged  w ith  m eanings, d e s ig n a t in g , a s  B lock  s a y s ,
e i t h e r  a l i t e r a r y  group  o r  sch o .o l,  a l i t e r a r y  movement 
or  p e r io d ,  a way o f  lo o k in g  a t  l i t e r a t u r e  and l i f e ,  a 
method f o r  the c r e a t io n  o f  l i t e r a r y  w ork s , o r  a l i t e r a r y  
tech n iqu e  and s t y l e .  ( 6 )
(And th is  enum eration  v i r t u a l l y  ig n o re s  the p h i lo s o p h ic a l  
a sp ects  o f  n a t u r a l is m .)  On the o th er  hand , the opponents o f  
n atu ra lism  can reduce i t  to  a co n v e n ie n t term o f  a bu se , 
s ig n i fy in g  'une v r a ie  fu r e u r  de m ontrer l a  n atu re  e t  l'homme 
dans ce q u ' i l s  on t de p lu s  v u lg a ir e  e t  de h o n te u x . ' ( 7 )
One f e e l s  a n eed  to  le g it im a t e  o n e 's  u s e  o f  the term by w ork in g  
ou t a d e f i n i t i o n  o f  i t ,  a d e f i n i t i o n  w h ich , w h ile  a v o id in g  the 
extrem es o f  s im p l i f i c a t i o n  o r  s a t u r a t io n  ju s t  m en tion ed , h e lp s  
e n ca p su la te , a s  K ario  Praz s a y s , the 't e n d e n c ie s ,  themes and 
mannerisms c u r r e n t  in  a w r i t e r 's  own day  (w h ich ) p ro v id e  an 
in d isp e n sa b le  a id  to  the in t e r p r e t a t io n  o f  h is  w o r k . ' ( 8 )
This ch a p te r  i s  d iv id e d  in t o  two main p a r t s ;  f i r s t l y ,  
an assessm ent o f  Huysmans' a b i l i t y  to  ta c k le  the co n ce p ts  and 
problem s o f  n a tu ra lism  in  c r i t i c a l  te rm s , and a com parison  o f  
h is  view s w ith  those o f  o th e r  com m en tators; and s e c o n d ly , in  
c o n c lu s io n , an o u t l in e  o f  the key them es o f  n a tu ra lism , 
fo l lo w in g  t h i s  t h e o r e t ic a l  d is c u s s io n ,  and p re ce d in g  the 
exam ination  o f  Buysmans' treatm en t o f  th ese  themes in  h is  
e a r ly  n o v e ls  and s t o r i e s  in  ch a p ters  two and th r e e . B e fore  
lo o k in g  a t  Huysmans' v ie w s , i t  i s  u s e fu l  to  p ro v id e  a 
c h r o n o lo g ic a l  in t r o d u c t io n  to  h is  c r i t i c a l  w r it in g  —  
p a r t ic u la r ly  as th is  ch ro n o lo g y  o v e r la p s  c l o s e ly  w ith  the 
'r i s e  and f a l l '  o f  n a tu ra lism  as i t  i s  re cou n ted  by 
l i t e r a r y  h i s t o r i e s .
In the w id e st  s e n s e , n a t u r a l is m 's  t r a je c t o r y  can 
d o u b tle ss  be tra ced  back to  e ig h te e n th —cen tu ry  m a ter ia lism  
and forw ard to  the tw e n tie th  c e n tu r y , ( 9 )  Hut i t s  su cce ss  
as a l i t e r a r y  movement in  France was e s t a b lis h e d  in  the f i r s t  
two decades o f  the Th ird  R e p u b lic . ( 1 0 )  C .A . Burns l im i t s  
the 'N a t u r a l i s t p e r io d ' to  the yea rs  betw een 1876 and 1884, 
in  fa c t  —  from  the s e r i a l i s a t i o n  o f  L 'Assom m oir to 
A re b o u rs . (1 1 ) But b e fo r e  these d a t e s  one f in d s  the r i s e
o f  rea lism  a t  the b eg in n in g  o f  the S econd  Empire;
Germinie L a certeu x  p u b lish ed  in  1865 ; Z o la 's  p r e fa c e  to  the 
second e d i t i o n  o f  Therese Raouin in  1868 . And a f t e r  th en , 
the 'M a n ife s ts  des c in q ' d en ou n cin g  Z o la 's  La T erre  in  1887; 
H u ret 's  Enougte sur 1 'e v o lu t io n  l i t t e r a i r e  in  1891 , where a 
m a jo r ity  o f  the w r ite r s  c o n s u lte d  a f f i r m  the 'd e a t h ' o f  
n a tu ra lism , w ith  the n o ta b le  e x c e p t io n  o f  Paul A le x is ;  and 
in  1893, th e  co n c lu d in g  volume o f  the R ougon-M acnuart.
Le D octeur P a s c a l . Such d a te s  have a  c e r t a in  a r b i t r a r in e s s :  
the n a t u r a l i s t  ' s c h o o l ' ,  f o r  in s t a n c e ,  g e n e r a l ly  has i t s  
e x is te n ce  marked ou t by the 'L in e r  T rapp ' on 16 A p r il  1877 
(when Z o la , F la u b e rt , Edmond de G on cou rt and th e  co -a u th o rs  
o f  Les S o ir e e s  de Medan had a  meal to g e t h e r )  ( 1 2 )  and by the 
p u b lic a t io n  o f  Les S o ire e s  de Medan in  1880, though th is  
sch oo l was la r g e ly  founded by the p r e s s .  (1 3 )  N e v e r th e le s s , 
one does f in d  th a t a la r g e  number o f  m inor n a t u r a l i s t  works 
were p u b lish e d  d urin g  the e i g h t i e s  —  such  as th ose  by C eard, 
Adam, B on n eta in , H ennique, A le x is  o r  F e v re -L e s p re z  which w i l l  
be c o n s id e r e d  in  the n e x t  ch a p te r  —  (1 4 )  f o l l o w in g  the 
su ccess  o f  Z o la  w ith  L 'Assom m oir (1 8 7 7 ) o r  Nana (1 8 8 0 ) , o r ,  
f o r  th a t m a tte r , the appearance o f  Buysmans' f i r s t  three 
n ove ls  (1 8 7 6 -8 1 ) .
Huysmans' changing a t t i t u d e s  tow ards n a tu ra lis m , or  
modernism and modern a r t  g e n e r a l ly ,  co u ld  perh aps be segmented 
in to  s e v e ra l d iv is io n s  —  b u t the m ost o b v io u s  d iv id in g  l in e  
f a l l s  between L 'A rt  moderne (1 8 8 3 ) and A re b o u rs  ( 1884 ) .
In a l e t t e r  to  Z o la  fo l lo w in g  the p u b l ic a t io n  o f  th is  n o v e l , 
he remarks th a t i t  d e l ib e r a t e ly  c o n t r a d ic t s  th e  m odern ist 
a e s th e t ic  o f  L 'A rt  moderne: ( 1 5 ) w h ile  in  h is  p re fa ce  to an
e d it io n  o f  A rehours p u b lish ed  in  1903* he d e s c r ib e s  the yea rs
1884 to  1891 as a s o r t  o f  m yster iou s  t r a n s i t i o n a l  p e r io d
p re c e d in g  h is  re tu rn  t o  C a th o lic is m . To enum erate the works
w hich  w i l l  form  the b a s is  o f  the d is c u s s io n  o f  Huysmans'
a e s t h e t i c  v ie w s , we h a v e , b e fo r e  1884 , the e s sa y  on '¿ m i le
Z o la  e t  L'AsBpmnini'r ' ( 18771 (p re ce d e d  by a  book o f  p ro se  poems
and a r t i c l e s  in  r e v ie w s )  and L 'A r t  m oderne: then a  d e l ib e r a t e
w ithdraw al from  m odernism in  A re b o u rs  and the a r t  c r i t i c i s m
o f  C e rta in s  (1 8 8 9 ){  th e  a tta ck  on n a tu ra lism  in  L à -ba s  ( 1 8 9 1 ) ,
f o l l o w e d ,  f i n a l l y ,  by the esp ou sa l o f  a r e l i g i o u s  v ie w p o in t
in  the p r e fa c e  to  A re b o u rs  and T r o is  -p r im it i fs  ( 1 9 0 5 ) .
Out o f  a l i t e r a r y  ca re e r  span n in g  some t h ir t y » t h r e e
y e a r s , o n ly  the f i r s t  ten  (1 8 7 4 -8 3 ) show a gen u ine su p p ort
f o r  modernism ; and in  f a c t  Huysmans' avowed adherence
to  n a tu ra lism  as a ca u se  o r  movement (a s  op posed  to  a l i t e r a r y
v i s i o n )  o c c u p ie s  o n ly  a few y e a rs  o f  th ese  te n , as a re a d in g
o f  h is  co rresp on d en ce  (and e s p e c ia l l y  the as y e t  u n pu b lish ed
l e t t e r s  to  the B e lg ia n  w r it e r  Theo Hannon) ( 1 6 ) in d i c a t e s .
In  h is  f i r s t  l e t t e r  t o  Hannon (th a n k in g  him f o r  a re v ie w  o f
M arthe) . dated  16 December 1876, he d e c la r e s :
Je s u is  un r é a l i s t e  de l ' e c o l e  de C o n co u rt , de Z o la , de 
F la u b e rt e t c  -  nous sommes à P a ris  un p e t i t  groupe ( . . . )  
Au p o in t  de vue du s t y l e ,  nous d é r iv o n s  t o u s ,  p lu s  ou 
moins de G a u tie r  -
Two months l a t e r  (14 February 1 8 7 7 ), he a ga in  rem arks th a t he 
b e lo n g s  to
t o u t e l a  bande d es  jeu n es  qui v o u lo n s  f a i r e  v iv a n t  e t  
v r a i  à n 'im p o r te  quel p r ix  e t  qui v o u lo n s  a u s s i  d 'u n e 
langue é c la t a n t e  e t  c o l o r e e ,
and th a t h is  group i s  now more in  the l im e l ig h t  thanks to  
L 'A ssom m oir. (1 7 ) On 27 February 1877 he i s  p re p a r in g  an 
a r t i c l e  on Z o la  f o r  C am ille  L em onn ier 's  re v ie w  L 'A c tu a lit é  —
a s e r ie s  o f  a r t i c l e s  in  f a c t ,  w hich Helen Trudgian c a l l s
' l e  grand m a n ifeste  du mouvement n a t u r a l i s t e . '  (1 8 )  On
21 Karch 1877 , he h opes the p u b lis h e r  C h arp en tier  w i l l  s t a r t
a rev iew  on n a tu ra lis m ; on 24 A p r il  1877 he cla im s t h a t  o n ly
Z o la  i s  a tru e  a l l y ,  u n lik e  F la u b e rt and C on cou rt , and d is m iss e s
Le D ra re o ir  aux é p ic e s  as 'J u v e n i l i a ! '  add in g  'comme j e  ne
rem uerais p lu s  a u jo u r d 'h u i  to u te  l a  d é froq u é  du moyen â g e ! '
W hile w ork ing  on Les Soeurs V atard  in  1877 and 1878, he
e x p re sse s  fre q u e n t  f e a r s  o f  c e n s o rs h ip  o r  even p r o s e c u t io n  —
w e ll-fo u n d e d  p erh a p s , i f  one r e c a l l s  the p r o s e c u t io n  o f
se v e ra l n a t u r a l is t  a u th ors  in  the f i r s t  two decades o f  the
Third  R e p u b lic , and the im prisonm ent o f  R ich ep in  and D esp rez ,
the second  d y in g  as a r e s u l t .  (1 9 )  On 2 Septem ber 1878 he
e x p resses  h is  d is g u s t  w ith  the R e p u b lic :
J o l i  l e  p eu p le ! -  I l  va  en fo u le  aux obsèques e t  à la  
messe de b ou t de l 'a n  de M. T h iers  qu i l ' a  s i  im placab lem en t 
tue e t  d é p o r té  -  fa u t  avou er q u ' i l  e s t  d 'u n e  bonne pâte 
e t  s in g u liè r e m e n t  o u b lie u x !
Ça me donne en v ie  d 'é c r i r e  su r l a  p o l i t iq u e  des l i v r e s  
qu i me f e r a ie n t  fo u r r e r  6 mois en p r iso n  -  I l  e s t  v r a i  
q u 'a v e c  une d ose  m oindre de ca c h o t , l e s  Soeurs V atard 
p o u rra ie n t  b ie n ,  sous c e  gouvernem ent l i b e r a l ,  me p ro cu re r  
l 'o c c a s i o n  d 'é l i r e  demeure à P e la g o -
Even b e fo r e  th e  p u b l ic a t io n  o f  Les S o iré e s  de Médan in
1680, how ever, Huysmans b e g in s  to  exp ress  r e s e r v a t io n s  about
n a tu ra lism . On 17 O ctob er  1878 he grum bles to  Hannon:
l e  mot n a tu ra lism e  commence à ê t r e  mis à ta n t de sau ces 
d 'u n  rom antism e fu r ie u x ,  que je  d é c la r e  ne p lu s  me ra n ger 
pour mon com pte sous ce  drapeau -  Ce s e r a i t  l ' In tim ism e 
p lu t& tj l e  m ot que nous d e v r io n s  a rb o re r  -  Je v a i s  f a i r e  
ra y e r  a ce s u j e t  l e  s o u s - t i t r e  des Soeurs V atard  -
This s u b - t i t l e  w as, p resu m ably , 'roman n a t u r a l i s t e ' .  (The
n ovel i s  n e v e r th e le s s  d e d ica te d  to  Z o la . )  On 21 November 1878,
a month l a t e r ,  he adds th a t he wants n oth in g  to  do w ith  a
Revue moderne e t  n a t u r a l is t e  be in g  founded by B o u rg e t ,
R ich ep in  and o t h e r s .  ( 2 0 )  Towards the end o f  1680 , i t  i s  t r u e , 
the co -a u th o rs  o f  Les S o ir e e s  de Medan th em selves t r ie d  to  s t a r t  
a s im ila r  re v ie w , La Comédie humaine ; but the p r o je c t  came to  
n o th in g , Buysmans and Maupassant d is a g r e e in g  w ith  the o th e r  
f o u r , a cco rd in g  to  a r a t h e r  sou r l e t t e r  to  Hannon o f  14 December 
1880. On 10 February 1 88 1 , Huysmans r e v e a ls  to o  th a t  he c o n s id e r s  
h is  th ird  n o v e l , En m enage. r a d i c a l l y  d i f f e r e n t  from  the n a t u r a l i s t  
p a tte rn :
s i  d i f f e r e n t ,  s i  b iz a r r e ,  s i  in t im i s t e ,  s i  l o i n  de to u te s  
l e s  id é e s  de Z o la ,  que j e  ne s a is  vra im en t s i  j e  ne v a is  
pas f a i r e  un v r a i  f o u r .  C 'e s t  du n a tu ra lism e  a sse z  n e u f, 
j e  c r o i s . . .
B is p o s i t iv e  en th u siasm  f o r  n a tu r a lis m , th en , l a s t s  f o r
l i t t l e  more than tw o'years —  from  the p u b l ic a t io n  o f  Marthe in
1876 to the co m p le tio n  o f  Les S oeu rs V atard in  1878 ; i t s  peak i s
the essay  on Z o la  in  1 8 7 7 . A ft e r  En ménage and A v a u - l 'e a u  (1 8 8 2 ) ,
he works s p o r a d ic a l ly  on two more n a t u r a l i s t  n o v e ls :  La Faim, an
accou n t o f  the S iege  and Commune begun in  1876 o r  e a r l i e r ,  (21 )
and a study o f  the P a r is  w o r k in g -c la s s  q u a rte r  Le G r o s -C a i l lo u . (2 2 )
Eut th is  second work i s  abandoned f o r  A r e b o u r s . (2 3 )  and n e it h e r
i s  ever com pleted . By 22 November 1884, he w r ite s  to  J u le s  D e s t r é e :
je  su is  n a t u r a l i s t e ,  c 'e s t - à - d i r e  t r a v a i l l a n t  sur 
documents e t  é c r iv a n t  l e  m oins mal que je  p u is  -  
j e  d i f f é r é  p e u t -S t r e  des a u tre s  é c r iv a in s  com pris 
sous la  même é p i t h è t e ,  q u i ne v eu t pas d ir e  au fond  
grand ch o s e , en ce  que j e  n 'a im e  guere l e  temps que 
je  v is  e t  que j ' a i  çà  e t  l à  des éch appées v e r s  des 
' a u x -d e là . ' ( 2 4 )
From 1888 onwards, he e x p re s s e s  o u t r ig h t  contem pt f o r  h is  f e l l o w  
authors o f  Les S o ir é e s  de I-.édan and e s p e c ia l l y  Z o la .  (2 5 )  
In c r e a s in g ly , in  f a c t ,  the n a t u r a l i s t  n o v e l i s  s e en  as f u t i l e .
Around November 1891, a f t e r  the p u b l ic a t io n  o f  L à -b a s .
L 'éd u ca tion  se n tim e n ta le  i s  ' l e  v r a i ,  l e  s e u l ,  l i v r e  n a t u r a l is t e
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au sens e x a c t  du m o t , ' and he a sk s :
R e fa ire  En menage? A q u o i b on ? -  E s t -c e  que 1 ' é d u ca t io n  
sen tim en ta le  n 'e s t  pas d 'a i l l e u r s  su p é r ie u re  de ce n t  cou d ées 
a ce l i v r e ,  par co n sé q u e n t, i n u t i l e l  (2 6 )
F in a l ly ,  a f t e r  h is  c o n v e rs io n  in  1 8 9 2 , n o t  m erely  the n o v e l ,
but a l l  a r t  i s  seen  as p o in t l e s s :
J 'a i  vécu  pour l ' a r t  -  e t  -  a u jo u r d 'h u i  que j ' a i  43 a n s , 
j 'a p e r ç o i s  son  n é a n t , e t  l a  p a r f a i t e  v a n it é  de ce q u 'on  
nomme l a  n o t o r i é t é .  Ce s o n t  d e s  v ia n d es  c r e u se s  e t  
dupantes, m i l l e s .  (2 7 )
Huysmans' a l le g ia n c e  to  the ca u se  o f  n a tu ra lism  as a p u b l ic  
o r  p u b l ic is e d  movement was then s h o r t l i v e d ;  f o r  him the e p it h e t  
'n a t u r a l i s t e ' 'ne  v e u t pas d ir e  au fo n d  grand c h o s e ' .  But i f ,  
as th is  study w i l l  a rg u e , n a tu ra lism  as a mode o f  w r it in g  i s  a 
v i t a l  con cep t f o r  the u n d ersta n d in g  o f  a l l  h is  f i c t i o n a l  w ork, 
i s  i t  p o s s ib le  to  d e r iv e  a t h e o r e t i c a l  framework f o r  a pp roach in g  
n atu ra lism  in  th is  a e s t h e t i c  sense fro m  Huysmans' own c r i t i c a l  
w r it in g s ?  The works w hich  p reced e  th e  e ssa y  '¿ m ile  Z o la  e t  
L 'A ssom m oir' do in  f a c t  a lr e a d y  r e v e a l  c e r t a in  s ig n i f i c a n t  
a e s th e t ic  in t e n t io n s .
In March 1886, he w rote  to  P r in s  th a t  h is  g e n e s is  as a
w r ite r  was s tim u la ted  by p a in t in g :
j ' a i  a p p ris  à me co n n a îtr e  comme l i t t é r a t e u r ,  au L ou vre , 
devant l e s  ta b lea u x  de l ' é c o l e  h o l la n d a is e .  11 me 
sem bla it q u ' i l  f a l l a i t  f a i r e  c e l a  à l a  plum e. (2 8 )
In  the e a r ly  p rose poem 'Un campement de bohém iens' (p u b lish e d
in  the Fusée des deux m ondes. 15 J u ly  1 8 7 5 )* (2 9 )  Huysmans does
indeed  p resen t the n a r ra to r  as a y o u th fu l  e n th u s ia s t  seek in g
images which r e c a l l  Rem brandt. In  'L e s  Matures m ortes '
( La République des l e t t r e s . 20 May 1 8 7 6 ) , Rembrandt i s  c e le b r a te d
f o r  h is  use o f  th is  g e n re , w hich w ou ld  be b e t t e r  named 'M ature
v iv a n te  ' :
I l  branche un jo u r  un b oeu f par l e s  p a t t e s ,  l 'é v e n t r e  
e t  l ' o n  d i r a i t  de ce s  ca sca d es  d 'e n t r a i l l e s  rou ges des 
f l o r a i s o n s  d 'e s c a r b o u c le s ,  des g ra p p e s  de r u b is  e t  de 
g re n a ts  s e r t i e s  dans de l ' o r  p & le ! Quel p e in tr e  id o l& tre  
de l a  sp le n d id e  h orreu r des b o u c h e r ie s ,  qu el p e in t r e ,  
e û t - i l  voue sa  v i e  a 1 'e tu d e  d e s  v ia n d e s  sa ig n a n t su r 
l ' é t a l ,  eû t a in s i  trempé de p ou rp re  l e  v e n tre  béant 
d ' un boeu f?
R em brandt's 'b o e u f  é c o r c h é ' had in  f a c t  a lr e a d y  been r e -c r e a te d
in  Le D ra g e o ir  aux é p ic e s  (1 8 7 4 ) , in  th e  b u t c h e r 's  s t a l l  in
'C la u d in e '.  One o f  the most s t r ik in g  q u a l i t i e s  o f  these p rose
poems i s  t h e i r  v e rb a l im p ress ion ism , th e  a ttem p t to  use language
as a s o r t  o f  sen su ou s, t a c t i l e  medium, c a p tu r in g  the p la y  o f
l i g h t  on the s c a le s  o f  .'Le Hareng s a u r ' ,  e v o k in g  innum erable
v a r ia t io n s  on shades o f  red  in  'Cam aieu r o u g e '.  But a t  the
same time th is  awareness and re n d e r in g  o f  the te x tu r e s  o f  the
p h y s ica l  w or ld  i s  r e la t e d  to  an e x p e r ie n c e  o f  h o r r o r  ( ' l a
sp le n d id e  h orreu r des b o u c h e r i e s ') ,  h o r r o r  tu rn ed  in t o  an
a e s t h e t ic  s p e c t a c le ,  whose macabre a p p e a l depends in  la r g e
p a rt  on th e  d iscre p a n cy  between the v i r t u o s i t y  o f  the re n d e r in g
and the r e p u ls iv e n e s s  o f  what i s  re n d e re d «
l e  cadavre d 'u n  grand boeu f é t a l a i t ,  sou s l a  lum ière  
cru e  du g a z , l e  m onstrueux é c r in  de s e s  v i s c è r e s  ( . . . )
Le b ou ch er se m b la it  é m e r v e il lé  p ar ce  s p e c t a c l e . . .
( Le D ra g e o ir  aux é p i c e s , p .36
O r, a l t e r n a t iv e ly ,  h o rro r  i s  turned i n t o  a l l e g o r y «  in  'B a lla d e  
c h l o r o t i q u e ' ,  we see the a p p a r it io n  o f  d is e a s e ,  ' p h t i s i e ' ,  as 
a woman. Or a g a in , i t  may be used f o r  a r a th e r  p u e r i le  p ie c e  
o f  'a n t i - i d e a l i s t '  debunking: in  'L 'E x t a s e ' ,  the e c s t a t i c  
l o v e r  i s  brou gh t down from  the c lo u d s  when he r e a l i s e s  h is  
m is tre s s  has gone o f f  to  u r in a te  in  the bushes —  and behind 
the a u t h o r 's  mockery o f  the l o v e r ,  one se n se s  a 
d is co m fo r te d  fa s c in a t io n  w ith  the 'v u lg a i r e s  b e s o in s ' which 
so  shock h im . ( 30 )
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From h ie  e a r l i e s t  w orks, th en , one f in d s  in  Huysmans two 
im portan t com ponents o f  h is  n a tu r a lis m : a d e s ir e  to  transad.be 
n a tu re , the o u te r  w o r ld , in  m inute, s e n su a l d e t a i l ,  o r  r a t h e r , 
to  tra n sp o se  some o f  the e f f e c t s  o f  p a in t in g  in t o  l i t e r a t u r e  
(Huysmans 'im i t a t in g '  n ature  r e f l e c t e d  through o t h e r s ' a r t ) ;  
and a t  th e  same tim e, a sense o f  u n ease  o r  d is g u s t  w ith  the 
p h y s ic a l ,  o r g a n ic  w o r ld . Both th ese  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  can be 
found in  o th e r  authors —  n o ta b ly  the C on cou rts  and Z o la .
J u les  L em aitre  remarks o f  Z o la , f o r  in s t a n c e :
i l  sem ble q u ' i l  a i t  m aintenant l a  h a in e  e t  l a  te r r e u r
de to u te  c e t t e  c h a ir  dont i l  e s t  o b s é d é . ( 3 1 )
And L em aitre a ls o  a t t r ib u t e s  the G o n c o u r ts ' c r e a t io n  o f  an 
'é c r i t u r e  a r t i s t e '  to  the e n t e r p r is e  o f  p a in t in g  w ith  words —
' une l u t t e  du d ic t io n n a ir e  co n tre  l a  p a l e t t e '  —  an endeavour 
which he c o n s id e r s  by d e f in i t i o n  im p o s s ib le .  (3 2 )  Some o f  the 
e f f e c t s  o f  Le D ra g eo lr  aux é p ic e s  a re  d i s t i n c t l y  s im i la r  to  
d e s c r ip t iv e  p assages o f  Z o la 's  Le V en tre  de P a r is  (1 8 7 3 )«
One m ight com pare 'L e  Hareng s a u r ' to  a d e s c r ip t io n  o f
s u n lig h t  p la y in g  on f i s h  s c a le s  in  ch a p te r  t h r e e , (3 3 )  or
the ox in  'C la u d in e ' w ith  the 'h o r r e u r  e x q u is e ' w h ich  Claude
f e e l s  on b e h o ld in g  the 'g ra n d s  m ous' ( l i g h t s )  in  ch a p te r  f o u r .  (3 4 )
Z o la 's  in s i s t e n c e  on ' l a  t r i p e r i e '  and ' l a  c h a r c u t e r ie '
th rou gh ou t the n ove l a ch ie v e s  a s o r t  o f  obscen e v i r t u o s i t y :
dead m a tte r , o f f a l ,  a n im a ls ' i n t e s t i n e s ,  i s  r e c y c le d ,
r e s to r e d  to  l i f e  as an a e s t h e t ic  s p e c t a c le .  (3 3 )
T u rn in g  to  the essa y  on Z o la ,  where Huysmans appears as 
a c r i t i c ,  one wonders how fa r  he i s  a b le  to  b r in g  o u t  and 
i llu m in a te  such  ten d e n c ie s  in  the n a t u r a l i s t  works w hich he 
d is c u s s e s .  'É m ile Z o la  e t  L 'A ssom m oir ' appeared in  fo u r
13
in s ta lm en ts  in  L 'A c t u a l l t e  (B r u s s e ls ,  1 1 , 18 , 25 March and
1 A p ril 1 8 7 7 ) , and i s  c a s t  v e ry  much as a p o le m ica l p ie c e
d e fe n d in g  Z o la  a g a in s t  h is  d e t r a c t o r s .  The f i r s t  p a r t ,  f o r
exam ple, a t ta c k s  the rom an tic  legen d  o f  the a r t i s t  as a s o r t
o f  debauched vagabond as p rop agated  by H enri M urger, sh o v in g
Z o la  as a  r e s p e c ta b le  b o u r g e o is  w ork ing  r e g u la r  h o u rs :
Le buveur de san g, l e  p orn ograp h e , e s t  to u t  sim plem ent 
l e  p lu s  e x q u is  des homines e t  l e  p lu s  b ie n v e i l l a n t  d e s  
m a lt r e s . (p .1 5 8 )
The modern rea d er  may f in d  both  the a c cu s a t io n  and the d e fe n c e
eq u a lly  lu d ic r o u s  and u n n e ce ssa ry ; but t h is  e x a g g e ra t io n  i s
i t s e l f  s i g n i f i c a n t .  I t  d o e s  r e q u ir e  a c e r t a in  im a g in a tion
f o r  the p re se n t-d a y  r e a d e r , inu red  to  the f l o u t i n g  o f  e v e r y
taboo in  n o v e l and f i lm ,  t o  a p p re c ia te  the p o le m ica l atm osphere
in  which n a t u r a l is t  works a p p ea red . A cco rd in g  to  H. B lo c k :
I t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  f o r  re a d e rs  today  to  understand  the 
a lm ost p a th o lo g ic a l  r e a c t io n s  o f  anger and d is g u s t  
a rou sed  by n a t u r a l i s t i c  n o v e ls  a t  the end o f  the l a s t  
c e n tu r y . ( . . . )  The n a t u r a l i s t s  p ro v id e d  n o t  s o  much a 
new s u b je c t  m atter as  a new em phasis on a rea s  o f  
e x p e r ie n ce  which had been i  ed i f  n o t  re p u d ia te d
by most e a r l i e r  n o v e l i s t s .
A work such  as La F lo re  n orn ograph iou e (1 8 8 3 ) by one 'A m bro ise  
K acrobe ' p ro v id e s  one exam ple in  France o f  th is  h o s t i l i t y  t o  
n a tu ra lism . The a ccou n t g iv e n  by C . K ing o f  the t r a n s la t io n  
and b o w d le r is a t io n  o f  Z o l a 's  works in  England (and the su b seq u en t 
im prisonm ent o f  h is  u n fo r tu n a te  p u b lis h e r  and t r a n s la t o r )  i s  even 
more i n d i c a t iv e .  (3 7 )  The n a t u r a l i s t  work c l e a r l y  appears to  be 
a e s t h e t i c a l l y ,  m o ra lly , and s o c i a l l y  su b v e rs iv e  in  the e y e s  o f  
the e s ta b lis h m e n t : by c la im in g  Z o la  as an u p r ig h t  member o f  the 
b o u r g e o is ie ,  kuysmans i s  e v id e n t ly  t r y in g  to  r e s t o r e  n a tu ra lis m  
to  p o l i t i c a l  r e s p e c t a b i l i t y  and s a f e t y .  And y e t  th ere  i s  a 
c o n tr a d ic t io n  in  th is  p o le m ica l to n e : Huysmans w ishes to  con fou n d
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h ie  a d v e r s a r ie s  by c la im in g  s im u lta n e o u s ly  th a t n a tu ra lism  
i s  m erely l i t e r a t u r e ,  s p r in g in g  from  hard work and n o t  
d e p r a v ity , but a ls o  th a t i t  i s  a p o s i t i v e ,  in n o v a to ry  f o r c e ,  
o v e r tu rn in g  e s ta b lis h e d  c o n v e n t io n s  —  and th e r e fo r e  i t  must 
in  a sense be p o t e n t ia l l y  m en acing .
Huysmans' ton e i s ,  as i t  w e re , b oth  a g g r e s s iv e  and 
d e fe n s iv e . In  a d d it io n  to  t h i s  b e l l i g e r e n c e ,  he i s  u s in g  a 
language w hich iB  n o t  e n t i r e l y  h is  own. P a rt two o f  '¿ m i le  
Z o la  e t  L 'A ssom m oir' . on ' l ' é c o l e  n a t u r a l i s t e ' ,  adopts a 
c o l l e c t i v e  'we* from  time to  t im e ; h e r e , and in  p a rts  th re e  
and fo u r  (w h ich  d is c u s s  a l l  Z o l a 's  n o v e ls  and then L 'AsBom m oir) . 
he ech oes Z o la 's  la n gu a ge , q u o t in g  him d i r e c t l y  o r  i n d i r e c t l y .  
Huysmans in  f a c t  takes on the r o l e  o f  the y o u th fu l cham pion o f  
n a tu ra lism , p ay in g  o b e isa n ce  t o  Z o la  and, one f e e l s ,  p le a d in g  
a cause w hich some o f  the u n c e r t a in t ie s  o f  h is  essa y  seem to  
su ggest i s  n o t  f u l l y  r e a l i s e d  as  h is  own. H is d e f i n i t i o n  o f  
• le réa lism e  ou l e  n a tu r a lis m e ' (p .1 6 0 )  —  f o r  the term s are 
a p p a ren tly  in te rch a n g e a b le  —  thus d e l i b e r a t e ly  c i t e s  Z o la :
l e  n a tu ra lis m e , c ' e s t ,  s u iv a n t  l 'e x p r e s s i o n  même de
M. Z o la , l 'é t u d e  p a t ie n te  de l a  r é a l i t é ,  l 'e n s e m b le
obtenu par l 'o b s e r v a t i o n  des d é t a i l s ,  (p .1 6 6 )
N aturalism  fo l lo w s  'c e  but suprêm e de l 'a r t i s t e :  la  v é r i t é ,  
l a  v i e ! '  (p .1 9 1 )  This g o a l seems so  w ide as to  be v i r t u a l l y  
m ea n in g less : as R o b b e -G r i l le t  has rem arked, few w r ite r s  w ould 
deny they were p r e s e n t in g  some v e r s io n  o f  the ' t r u t h ' .  (3 8 )
Huysmans seems to  be u n th in k in g ly  p re s e n t in g  the n a t u r a l i s t  
n ov e l as the t r a n s c r ip t io n  o f  'un  préten d u  morceau de r é a l i t é , '  
a n o t io n  w hich R o b b e -G r i l le t  d a im s  i s  t y p ic a l  o f  n in e te e n th -  
cen tu ry  f i c t i o n  and no lo n g e r  a c c e p ta b le  f o r  the modern n o v e l .  (3 9 )
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Huysmane' d e f i n i t i o n  o f  h ie  a r t  in  the French e d i t i o n  o f  M arthe.
two y ea rs  l a t e r  (1 8 7 9 ) ,  i s  a g a in  u n s a t is fy in g ly  s im p le  o r  s im p l i s t i c !
Je f a i s  ce  que je  v o i s ,  ce  que j e  sen s  e t  ce  que j ' a i  v é c u , 
en l 'é c r i v a n t  du m ieux que j e  p u is ,  e t  v o i l à  t o u t .  ( M arthe. p .9 )
The c a t e g o r ic a l  ' e t  v o i l à  t o u t '  c o n tr a s t s  od d ly  w ith  a statem en t
w hich  seens b a n a lly u n c o n t r o v e r s ia l . At b e s t  one can  argue th a t
by em phasising s i g h t ,  f e e l i n g  and l iv e d  e x p e r ie n ce  as  opposed to
mind o r  the i d e a l ,  Buysmans in d ic a t e s  the im portan ce o f  the
p h y s ic a l  w orld  o f  the se n se s  f o r  n a tu ra lism  —  but i t  i s  the
r e a d e r  who becom es the c r i t i c  o f  Buysmans' te x t  in  t h is  c a s e ,
making a p o in t  the author seem s unaware o f .
Buysmans in  f a c t  a pp ears u n in te r e s te d  in  p ro b in g  the
n o t io n  o f  r e a l is m ; i t  i s  s im p ly  a banner f o r  him. But co n tra ry
to  what R o b b e -G r i l le t  im p l ie s ,  t h is  i s  n o t  an in e v i t a b le  r e s u l t
o f  b e in g  a ' r e a l i s t ' .  One can  d is c o v e r  a w i l l in g n e s s  to  e x p lo r e
the gap between a r t  and l i f e  and the r e a l i s t  co n v e n t io n s  which
p re ten d  to  co v e r  th is  gap in  a n in e te e n th -ce n tu r y  a u th or  —  in
M aupassant's p r e fa c e  to  P ie r r e  e t  Jean (l8es),  f o r  exam ple, where
a d i s t i n c t i o n  i s  c o n v in c in g ly  made between a b s o lu te  't r u t h ' and
f i c t i o n a l  'v r a is e m b la n c e ',  i r o n i c a l l y  a n t ic ip a t in g  the v iew s o f
modern c r i t i c s  who o fte n  a ccu s e  r e a l i s t  authors o f  d en y in g  th is
v e r y  d i s t i n c t i o n .  (4 0 ) P erh ap s , as a lr e a d y  su g g e s te d , Buysmans
i s  s t r i v in g  to  be u n c o n tr o v e r s ia l  and co n se q u e n tly  i s  prepared
t o  be s u p e r f i c i a l !  i f  r e a l i t y  i s  sim ply ' t h e r e ' ,  t o  be 'p a t i e n t ly
s t u d i e d ' ,  the o b se r v e r  becom es in n o ce n t o f  any in vo lvem en t in  what
he s t u d ie s ,  however o f f e n s iv e  i t  may b e . Turning t o  Les Rougon-
M acquart in  h is  e s s a y , Buysmans sa y s :
I l  va  sans d ir e  que j e  ne m 'o ccu p e ra i i c i  n i de la  th é o r ie  
s c i e n t i f iq u e  d év e lop p ée  par l 'a u t e u r ,  n i des q u estion s  
p o l i t iq u e s  que d 'a u cu n s  o n t cru  d e v o ir  s o u le v e r  a propos de 
Bes l i v r e s .  Tout c e l a  m 'im p orte , en v é r i t é ,  f o r t  peu. Je 
ne t r a i t e r a i ,  dans c e s  co u r te s  p a g e s , que l 'o e u v r e  d 'a r t  
proprem ent d i t e .  ( p .1 é 8 )
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In  o th e r  w ords, in g e n u o u s ly  o r  d is in g e n u o u s ly , Huysmans co n s id e r s  
th a t one can sep a ra te  th e  ' i d e o l o g i c a l '  from  the p u re ly  a e s t h e t i c .  
The language o f  s c ie n c e  o r  p o l i t i c s  has n o th in g  to  do w ith  a r t ,  
w hich again  thus e s ca p e s  the ch arge  o f  s u b v e r s iv e n e s s .
H ere, i t  i s  t r u e , Huysmans i s  d e l i b e r a t e l y  s e p a ra t in g  
h im se lf  from  Z o la  —  and i t  i s  p a r t i c u la r ly  in  t h is  r e s p e c t  
th a t com m entators l ik e  B a ld ick  see  h is  work as  b e in g  c l o s e r  to  
the G on cou rts ' than Z o l a 's  in  i t s  app aren t r e f u s a l  o f  any 
' p o l i t i c a l ' ,  hum anitarian  com mitm ent. (4 1 )  The fa s h io n  f o r  
d e r id in g  Z o la 's  u n iv e r s a l i s in g  a ttem p ts  to  a s s o c ia t e  a r t ,  
s c ie n c e  and p o l i t i c s  ( t y p i f i e d  by the famous s lo g a n  ' l a  
R epublique se ra  n a t u r a l is t e  ou e l l e  ne se ra  p a s ' )  has p a s s e d . (4 2 )  
In  h is  in t r o d u c t io n  to  the G arnier-F lam m arion  e d i t i o n  o f  
Le Roman experim en ta l ( f i r s t  p u b lish e d  as a book  in  1 6 8 0 ) ,
A. Guedj argues th a t Z o la  a d o p ts , a l b e i t  n a iv e ly ,  the term in o log y  
o f  s c ie n ce  because s c i e n c e  was to  the n in e te e n th  cen tu ry  as 
l in g u i s t i c s  or  s e m io lo g y  m ight be to  the tw e n t ie th  —  the model 
o f  a c o r r e c t  approach  to . o th e r  branch es o f  k n ow led ge . Z o la  
t r i e s  to  e s t a b l i s h  a 'v r a is e m b la b le  s c i e n t i f i q u e '  —  a g iv e n  
b a s is  o f  s c i e n t i f i c  know ledge on to  w hich the n o v e l i s t  g r a f t s  
h is  own i n t u i t i o n ,  thus r e c o n c i l i n g  the known f a c t s  o f  r e a l i t y  
w ith  h is  p erson a l in v e n t io n .  In  t h is  sense the an a logy  between 
s c i e n t i s t  and a r t i s t  i s  n o t  absu rd : both  are a im in g a t  know ledge 
o f  man, a c co r d in g  to  Z o la ,  (4 3 )  both  serv e  a hum anitarian  
p u rp ose . (4 4 )  In  'L e t t r e  à l a  j e u n e s s e ',  Z o la  se e s  the w r it e r  
as an in v e s t ig a t o r  o f  ' l e s  cau ses du mal s o c i a l ' ,  h is  hope b e in g  
to  e r a d ic a te  i t .  (4 5 )  In  'De la  c r i t i q u e ' ,  he argues th a t  the 
w r ite r  i s  in e v it a b ly  ca u g h t up in  the s o c i a l  p r o c e s s :
Les oeu vres é c r i t e s  so n t  des e x p r e s s io n s  s o c i a l e s ,  pas
d avan tage. La G rèce  h éro ïqu e  é c r i t  des é p o p é e s , l a  France
du d ix -n eu vièm e s i è c l e  é c r i t  des r o m a n s .. .  (4 6 )
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Huysmane' d e f in i t i o n  o f  h ie  a r t  in  th e  French e d i t i o n  o f  M arthe.
two yearB l a t e r  (1 8 7 9 )»  i s  again  u n s a t i s f y in g ly  sim ple o r  s im p l i s t i c :
j e  f a i s  ce que j e  v o i e ,  ce  que j e  sen s  e t  ce  que j ' a i  v é c u , 
en l 'é c r i v a n t  du mieux que j e  p u is ,  e t  v o i l à  t o u t .  ( M arthe. p .9 )
The c a t e g o r ic a l  ' e t  v o i l à  t o u t ' c o n t r a s t s  o d d ly  w ith  a  statem en t
which seems b a n a lly  u n c o n t r o v e r s ia l . At b e s t  one can argue th a t
by em phasising s ig h t ,  f e e l i n g  and l i v e d  e x p e r ie n ce  as opposed  to
mind or the id e a l ,  Buysmans in d i c a t e s  the im portan ce  o f  the
p h y s ica l w orld  o f  the sen ses  f o r  n a tu r a lis m  —  but i t  i s  the
rea d er who becomes the c r i t i c  o f  Huysmans' t e x t  in  t h i s  c a s e ,
making a p o in t  the a u th or seems unaware o f .
Huysmans in  f a c t  appears u n in te r e s t e d  in  p ro b in g  the
n otion  o f  r e a lis m ; i t  i s  s im p ly  a banner f o r  him . But co n tra ry
to  what R o b b e -G r i l le t  im p l ie s ,  t h is  i s  n o t  an in e v i t a b l e  r e s u l t
o f  bein g  a ' r e a l i s t ' .  One can d is c o v e r  a w i l l in g n e s s  to  e x p lo re
the gap between a r t  and l i f e  and th e  r e a l i s t  co n v e n t io n s  which
pretend  to  co v e r  th is  gap in  a n in e te e n th -c e n tu r y  a u th o r  —  in
M aupassant's p re fa ce  to  P ie rr e  e t  Jean (1 8 £s ) ,  f o r  exam p le , where
a d i s t in c t i o n  i s  c o n v in c in g ly  made betw een a b s o lu te  ' t r u t h ' and
f i c t i o n a l  'v r a is e m b la n c e ',  i r o n i c a l l y  a n t i c ip a t in g  th e  v iew s o f
modern c r i t i c s  who o f t e n  a ccu se  r e a l i s t  a u th ors  o f  d en y in g  th is
very  d i s t i n c t i o n .  (4 0 )  Perhaps, a s  a lr e a d y  s u g g e s te d , Buysmans
i s  s t r i v in g  to  be u n c o n tr o v e r s ia l  and co n se q u e n tly  i s  prepared
to  be s u p e r f i c i a l :  i f  r e a l i t y  i s  s im p ly  ' t h e r e ' ,  t o  be 'p a t i e n t ly
s t u d ie d ',  the o b se rv e r  becomes in n o c e n t  o f  any in v o lv em en t in  what
he s t u d ie s ,  however o f f e n s iv e  i t  may b e . Turning t o  Les Rougon-
Kacouart in  h is  e s s a y , Buysmans s a y s :
I l  va  sans d ir e  que je  ne m 'o c c u p e r a i i c i  n i  de l a  th é o r ie  
s c i e n t i f iq u e  d éve lop p ée  par l 'a u t e u r ,  n i des q u e s t io n s  
p o l i t iq u e s  que d 'a u cu n s o n t  cru  d e v o ir  s o u le v e r  a propos de 
ses  l i v r e s .  Tout c e la  m 'im p o rte , en v é r i t é ,  f o r t  peu. Je 
ne t r a i t e r a i ,  dans ce s  c o u r te s  p a g e s , que l 'o e u v r e  d 'a r t  
proprem ent d i t e ,  (p .1 6 8 )
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In oth er w ord s , in g en u ou sly  o r  d is in g e n u o u s ly , Uuysmans c o n s id e r s  
that one can sep a ra te  the ' i d e o l o g i c a l '  from  the p u re ly  a e s t h e t i c .  
The language o f  s c ie n c e  o r  p o l i t i c s  has n o th in g  to  do w ith  a r t ,  
which again  thus e sca p e s  the ch arge  o f  s u h v e r s iv e n e s s .
H ere, i t  i s  t r u e , Huysmans i s  d e l i b e r a t e l y  s e p a ra t in g
h im self from  Z o la  —  and i t  i s  p a r t i c u la r ly  in  t h is  r e s p e c t
that com mentators l ik e  B a ld ick  see  h is  work as b e in g  c l o s e r  to
the G on cou rts ' than Z o la 's  in  i t s  apparen t r e fu s a l  o f  any
'p o l i t i c a l ' ,  hum anitarian com m itm ent. (4 1 )  The fa s h io n  f o r
d erid in g  Z o la 's  u n iv e r s a l is in g  a ttem pts to  a s s o c ia t e  a r t ,
scien ce  and p o l i t i c s  ( t y p i f i e d  by the famous s lo g a n  ' l a
République se ra  n a t u r a l is t e  ou e l l e  ne s e ra  p a s ' )  has p a ssed . (4 2 )
In h is  in t r o d u c t io n  to  the G arn ier-F lam m arion  e d i t i o n  o f
Le Roman exp erim en ta l ( f i r s t  p u b lish e d  as a book  in  I 8 6 0 ) ,
A. Guedj argues th a t Z o la  a d o p ts , a l b e i t  n a iv e ly ,  the te rm in o logy
o f  s c ie n ce  because s c ie n c e  was to  the n in e te e n th  ce n tu ry  as
l in g u i s t i c s  or  sem io log y  m ight be to  the tw e n tie th  —  the model
o f  a c o r r e c t  approach  to  o t h e r  branches o f  k n ow led ge . Z o la
tr ie s  to e s t a b l i s h  a 'v r a is e m b la b le  s c i e n t i f i q u e '  —  a  g iven
basis  o f  s c i e n t i f i c  know ledge on to  w hich  the n o v e l i s t  g r a f t s
h is  own i n t u i t i o n ,  thus r e c o n c i l i n g  the known f a c t s  o f  r e a l i t y
with h is  p erson a l in v e n t io n .  In  th is  sen se  the a n a logy  between
s c ie n t is t  and a r t i s t  i s  n o t  absu rd : b oth  are a im in g a t  knowledge
o f man, a cco r d in g  to  Z o la , (4 3 )  both se rv e  a hum anitarian
purpose. (4 4 ) In  'L e t t r e  à  l a  je u n e s s e ',  Z o la  se e s  the w r ite r
as an in v e s t ig a t o r  o f  ' l e s  cau ses du mal s o c i a l ' ,  h is  hope b e in g
to e ra d ica te  i t .  (4 5 )  In  'D e la  c r i t i q u e ’ , he argu es th a t the
w riter  i s  in e v it a b ly  ca u gh t up in  the s o c i a l  p r o c e s s :
Les oeuvres é c r i t e s  s o n t  des e x p r e s s io n s  s o c i a l e s ,  pas 
d avan tage. La G rèce h éro ïqu e  é c r i t  des é p o p é e s , la  France 
du d ix -n eu viem e s i è c l e  é c r i t  des r o m a n s ...  ( 46 )
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G u ed j's  c o n c lu s io n ,  th a t the d ebate  around n a tu ra lism  was
n ever  sim ply l i t e r a r y ,  but p o l i t i c a l ,  c o n c e rn in g
the p lace o f  man seen  in  the terms o f  s c ie n c e  and p o s i t iv is m ,
thus seems q u ite  j u s t i f i e d .  (4 7 )  By r e j e c t i n g  t h is  c o n c e p t io n
o f  naturalism  in  'É m ile  Z o la  e t  L 'A ssom m oir' , Huybmans i s  n o t
sim ply d em on stratin g  the r e t r e a t  in t o  a e s t h e t ic is m  l a t e r  to  be
e x e m p lif ie d  by A r e b o u r s , bu t making h is  w hole e s sa y  v e rg e  on
c o n t r a d ic t io n . By v i r t u e  o f  i t s  e x is t e n c e  as  a s o r t  o f  m a n ife s t o ,
f o r  in s ta n ce , i t  i s  a lre a d y  a ' p o l i t i c a l '  s ta te m e n t , engaged in  a
debate which in  i t s  most extrem e form  co u ld  b r in g  the r e p r e s s iv e
fo r c e  o f  the s ta t e  down on the w r i t e r .  Thanking Euysmans f o r
h is  work, Z o la  c e r t a in ly  takes i t  in  th is  w ay:
Tous avez f o r c e  l 'e l o g e ,  e t  j e  n 'a c c e p t e  v o t r e  en thousiasm e 
que pour l a  stu p eu r q u ' i l  a dû p ro d u ire  ch ez  c e r t a in e s  g e n s . 
P u is, n 'e s t - c e  pas? c ' e s t  un drapeau que vous l e v e z .  E ntre 
nous, nous nous d ir o n s  nos v é r i t é s ;  m ais devant l e  monde, 
nous seron s  t r è s  in s o l e n t s .  (4 8 )
But in a d d it io n  one f in d s  in t e r n a l  c o n t r a d ic t io n s  in  'É m ile  Z o la  
e t  L ' Assommoir1 w hich s p r in g  from  an u n c e r ta in ty  abou t the 
id e o lo g y  o f  n a tu ra lism .
F ir s t  o f  a l l ,  Huysmans a ttem pts to  s u g g e s t  th a t n a t u r a l is m 's
approach i s  one o f  uncom m itted o b j e c t i v i t y :
nos romans ne s o u t ie n n e n t  aucune th è se  e t ,  la  
p lu p art du tem ps, ne c o n c lu e n t  p a s . ( p . 1 6 3 )
He then appears to  r e j e c t  q u e s t io n s  o f  s e x u a l m o r a l ity :
l 'a r t  n 'a  r i e n  à f a i r e ,  j e  l e  d is  h au t e t  ferm e , avec 
l a  pudeur e t  l 'im p u d e u r . Un roman q u i e s t  o r d u r ie r  
e s t  un roman mal f a i t ,  e t  v o i l à  t o u t ,  ( p . 1 6 5 )
This la s t  q u o ta t io n  reads i r o n i c a l l y  i f  one r e c a l l s  Huysmans'
d e scr ip t io n  o f  h is  own n ov e l Les Soeurs Va ta rd  as 'o r d u r i e r '
in  1885 (4 9 ) or  h is  d is c u s s io n  o f  e r o t ic is m  in  C e rta in s  ( 18 8 9 ) .
But even as i t  s ta n d s , the argument i s  c o n t r a d i c t o r y .  I f ,
a8 the f i r s t  s en ten ce  s a y s , a r t  i s  rem oved from  n o t io n s  o f  d e ce n cy ,
how can a n ovel e v e r  be c a l le d  'o r d u r i e r '?  On the o th e r  hand, i f
we paraphrase the second  s e n te n ce , we see  th a t  o b s c e n ity  i s  made
a m atter o f  l i t e r a r y  incom petence —  and thus n o t io n s  o f  d ecen cy
must su re ly  p la y  a v i t a l  p a r t  in  a s s e s s in g  a w ork . Huysmans'
in te n t io n  i s  presum ably to  su b o rd in a te  m oral judgem ents to
a e s th e t ic  c r i t e r i a  ra th e r  than to  e x c lu d e  m o r a lity  a lt o g e t h e r ,
but th is  i s  n o t  what he a c t u a l ly  s a y s .  ( 50 )
In any c a s e ,  a few  l in e s  o n , Huysmans seems to  withdraw
from th is  p o s i t io n  o f  a e s t h e t i c  d e f ia n c e :
J 'a jo u t e r a i  en core  aux r e f l e x i o n s  qu i p re ce d e n t q u ' i l  
e s t  d i f f i c i l e ,  en fa is a n t  une oeuvre v iv a n te  e t  v r a i e ,  
de ne pas l a  f a i r e  m ora le , ( p p . 1 65 -6 6 )
M orality  becomes a q u e s t io n , n o t  o f  a r t i s t i c  form , but o f
p resen tin g  the ' t r u t h ' .  T h is i s  b e ca u s e , l a t e r  in  the e s s a y ,
in  h is  defence o f  L 'A ssom m oir. Huysmans in te n d s  to  quote ( in  a
s l ig h t ly  a b b rev ia ted  form ) Z o la 's  own p re fa c e  to  the n o v e l ,
where a s im ila r  p o in t  i s  made:
J 'a i  v ou lu  pein dre l a  déch éan ce f a t a le  d 'u n e  fa m il le  
o u v r iè r e , dans l e  m ilie u  em pesté de nos fa u b ou rg s , mon 
l iv r e  e s t  de l a  m orale en a c t io n  s im plem en t, (p .1 8 0 )
The con clu d in g  's im p lem en t' in  f a c t  co v e rs  an is s u e  which i s
h igh ly  co m p lica te d . I s  Z o la 's  m oral in t e n t io n  d ir e c t e d  tow ards
s o c ia l  a c t io n  (r e p r e s s in g  a lc o h o l is m , slu m s, e t c . )  o r  i s  the
p ic tu re  o f  s o c i a l  m isery i t s e l f  m o ra lly  e f f e c t i v e ?  F .W .J . Hemmings
has suggested th at sim ply to  p o r tr a y  the l i f e  o f  the urban
p r o le ta r ia t  rep resen ted  the b re a k in g  o f  a ta b o o , a p o l i t i c a l
as w ell as a l i t e r a r y  g e s tu r e . (51 ) But as f a r  as Huysmans i s
concerned, one sees th a t as a c r i t i c  o f  n a tu ra lism  he makes l i t t l e
attempt to b r in g  out Buch im p l ic a t io n s ,  e ch o in g  Z o la  in  a ra th e r
hollow  fa s h io n .
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Huysmans' rem arks on n a t u r a l i s t  p s y c h o lo g y  seem to  be
a d e l ib e r a te  im ita t io n  o f  Z o la t
¿ ta n t  donne, comme s u je t s  à é t u d ie r ,  un homme e t  une 
femme, nous vou lon s  l e s  f a i r e  a g i r ,  dans un m ilie u  
observe e t  rendu avec un s o in  m in u tieu x  de d e t a i l s ,  
nous vou lon s  dém onter, s i  f a i r e  se  p e u t ,  l e  mécanisme 
de le u r s  v e r tu s  e t  de le u r s  v i c e s ^  d is s é q u e r  l 'a m o u r , 
l ' i n d i f f é r e n c e ,  ou l a  h a in e  q u i r é s u l t e r o n t  du fro t te m e n t  
passager ou con tin u  de c e s  deux ê t r e s ;  n ous sommes 
le s  m ontreurs, t r i s t e s  ou g a i s ,  des b ê t e s !  ( p p .1 6 2 -6 3 )
The l a s t  c la u s e , w ith  i t s  g l e e f u l  e x c la m a t io n , d e f ia n t ly
p rocla im s the n a t u r a l i s t s '  p o r t r a y a l  o f  the human z o o .
The whole passage r e c a l l s  the p r e fa c e  t o  T h érèse  Raouin (1 8 6 8 ) :
En un m ot, j e  n 'a i  eu qu 'u n  d é s i r :  é t a n t  donné un homme 
p u issan t e t  une femme in a s s o u v ie ,  ch e r c h e r  en eux l a  
bêt? ," jjles  j e t e r  dans un drame v i o l e n t ,  e t  n o te r  scru p u ­
leusem ent l e s  s e n s a t io n s  e t  l e s  a c t e s  de  ce s  ê t r e s .
J 'a i  sim plem ent f a i t  su r deux co r p s  v iv a n t s  l e  t r a v a i l  
an a ly tiq u e  que l e s  c h ir u r g ie n s  f o n t  s u r  des ca d a v r e s . ( 52 )
Eut w hile  Z o la  u ses th is  p r e fa c e  to  propound a  d e l i b e r a t e ly
p h y s io lo g ic a l  v iew  o f  'n a t u r a l i s t  man' —  re m o rs e , f o r  in s ta n ce
co n s is te  en un sim ple d é so rd re  o rg a n iq u e , en une r é b e l l i o n  
du systèm e nerveux tendu à se rom pre (5 3 )
—  Huysmans, in  h is  e s s a y , d a im s  he r e j e c t s  such pseudo­
s c i e n t i f i c  t h e o r is in g .  Y e t h ere  he ta k es  up Z o la 's  te rm in o log y  
w ith  a l l  i t s  ' s c i e n t i f i c '  im p l i c a t io n s :  the n o v e l i s t  e x p o se s  the 
'mechanism ' w hich determ in es b e h a v io u r , 'd i s s e c t s '  e m o tio n , 
and tre a ts  h is  ch a ra c te r s  as s u b je c t s  somehow 'g i v e n ' o u ts id e  
h im s e lf . But whereas Z o la  c a s t s  h im s e lf  as an e a rn e s t  su rgeon , 
Huysmans appears as a s o r t  o f  showman d is p la y in g  h is  b e a s t s .  (5 4 ) 
'¿m ile  Z o la  e t  L 'A ssom m oir' i s  then a propaganda p ie c e ,  
»where Huysmans u ses Z o la 's  language w ith o u t r e a l l y  a c c e p t in g  
the d e term in is t  p h ilo so p h y  o r  s o c i o l o g i c a l  im p l ic a t io n s  behind 
th is  language. (5 5 )  His d e s ir e  to  w ithdraw  from  n a tu ra lism  as 
a s o c ia l  or  p u b lic  debate e ig h te e n  months a f t e r  th is  e s sa y
appeared i s  thus u n d e rs ta n d a b le , but in  d is m is s in g  t h i s  id e o lo g y
o f  n a tu ra lism , Huysmans ig n o r e s ,  o r  t r i e s  to  ig n o r e ,  one o f  i t s
key a s p e c t s , th e  s o c i o - p o l i t i c a l  im p lic a t io n s  which ta k e  i t  beyond
l i t e r a t u r e  in t o  the w o r ld . M. Raimond a rg u e s , f o r  in s t a n c e ,  th a t
f o r  the n a t u r a l is t s  ' l e  roman é t a i t  devenu une v a s te  en qu ête  su r
l a  nature e t  s u r  l 'h o m m e ', (5 6 )  w h ile  D e ffou x  and Z a v ie  w r ite s
Ces é c r iv a in s  o n t c a t a lo g u é ,  de l a  f i n  du S econd  Empire 
aux v in g t  p rem ières années de l a  R ép u b liq u e , t o u t e s  l e s  
c la s s e s  d 'u n e  s o c i é t é  en p le in e  t r a n s fo r m a t io n . I l s  se 
son t e f f o r c é s  d 'é t a b l i r  l e  d o s s ie r  v iv a n t  de l e u r  tem ps. (3 7 )
But i f  Huysmans i s  unaware o f  th is  s o c i o - h i s t o r i c a l  p e r s p e c t iv e ,
one does a t  l e a s t  f in d  in  h is  e ssa y  the fa s c in a t io n  w ith  w r it in g
as a form o f  p l a s t i c  d e s c r ip t io n  a lre a d y  seen  in  th e  e a r ly  p rose
poems. In t h is  r e s p e c t ,  h is  p ra is e  o f  Z o la 's  n o v e l Le V entre de
Paris seems e n t i r e l y  g en u in e :
Bans ce volum e, l e  noyau e s t  à p e in e  v i s i b l e ,  m ais la  
c h a ir ,  l a  p u lp e , o n t  une saveur inconnue ju s q u 'a l o r s ;  
l a  peau a  re v ê tu  une r ic h e s s e  de ton s qui sem ble d érobée  
a l 'é b lo u i s s a n t e  p a le t t e  des grands m a îtres  fla m a n d s , (p .1 7 7 )
His d ism issa l o f  S ten dh al ( 'J e  ne p a r le  pas i c i  de l a  s é ch e re s s e
e t  de l a  p a u vreté  vra im en t in fam antes de son s t y l e . . . '  p . 1 3 9 ) i s
s ig n i f i c a n t  n o t  o n ly  as an example o f  the d e l ib e r a t e  and o b s t in a te
in ju s t i c e  o f  some o f  h is  c r i t i c a l  judgem ents, but a l s o  because i t
in d ica te s  th a t  f o r  Huysmans s t y le  i s  n o t  a means t o  an end b u t ,
as i t  w ere, a  r i c h  su b sta n ce  to  be l a i d  on w ith  a p a l e t t e  k n i f e .
Bersani a rgu es th a t S te n d h a l 's  e l l i p t i c  manner, h i s  im p a tien ce
with s t y l e ,  s p r in g  from  an awareness o f  and s u b t le  r e fe r e n c e  to
a w orld beyond la n gu a ge . (5 8 )  Huysmans, on the o t h e r  hand, even
in  th is  e a r ly  e s sa y , p r e f e r s  to  le a v e  the is s u e s  o f  the w orld  to
Zola  and r e t r e a t  in t o  cra ftsm a n sh ip  and a e s t h e t ic is m .
In view  o f  h is  p re fe r e n c e  f o r  m atters o f  form  and c o lo u r
over the id e a s  which engage the work o f  a r t  in  th e  s o c i a l  p r o c e s s .
i t  la  h ardly  s u r p r is in g  th a t  Huysmans' b e s t  c r i t i c a l  w r i t in g
should be a r t  c r i t i c i s m .  H is m ost s u b s ta n t ia l  d e fe n ce  o f
modernism in  a l l  the a r t s  i s  L 'A r t  moderne ( 1 8 8 3 ) ,  a c o l l e c t i o n
o f  h is  a r t i c l e s  on th e  o f f i c i a l  S a lon s  and the In d ép en d a n ts*
e x h ib it io n s  between 1879 and 1882. These are the d a te s ,  o f
cou rse , during which h is  own work p r a c t i s e s  the a e s t h e t i c
defin ed  in  L 'A rt  moderne ( Les S oeu rs V a ta rd . 1879î C roqu is
p a r is ie n s . 1880; En m énage. 1 8 8 1 ), as the n e x t  ch a p ter  w i l l
show. Huysmans' e p ig ra p h  to  L 'A r t  moderne s u g g e s ts  a p o le m ica l
approach s im ila r  to  th a t  o f  'É m ile  Z o la  e t  L 'A ssom m oir' *
'Contrairem ent à l 'o p i n i o n  r e ç u e , j 'e s t im e  que tou te  v é r i t é
e s t  bonne à d i r e . '  He i s  on the s id e  o f  the in n o v a to r s , the
n a tu r a lis ts  in  l i t e r a t u r e  and the im p r e s s io n is t s  in  a r t ,  and
begins by a s s e r t in g  sw e e p in g ly  th a t :
le  n aturalism e a essa y e  de j e t e r  bas to u te s  l e s  v ie i l l e s  
con vention s e t  to u te s  l e s  v i e i l l e s  fo rm u le s , ( p . 1 0 )
As fo r  most o f  the p a in t in g s  in  the o f f i c i a l  S a lo n s , th ey  are
le s s  in t e r e s t in g  than the p o s te r s  's u r  l e s  rambuteaux d es
b o u le v a rd s .' ( p . 1 4 ) Abuse o f  h is  a d v e r s a r ie s  and r e j e c t i o n
o f  outmoded co n v e n t io n  thus s e t  the ton e o f  the w ork.
Huysmans' own a e s t h e t i c  c r i t e r i a  are s i n c e r i t y ,  t ru th
and n ature. Awareness o f  r e a l i t y  i s  s e t  a g a in s t  the b lin k e r e d
archaism o f  s tu d io  p a in t e r s :
Étant donne que pour l e s  p e in t r e s  m y th o lo g ie te s  l a  
nature e t  l a  v é r i t é  n 'e x i s t e n t  p a s . . .  ( p . 2 5 )
In h is  s a t ir e  o f  su ch  p a in t e r s ,  Huysmans fr e q u e n t ly  u ses  the
same m etaphorical p r o c e s s  to  su g g e st  the l i f e l e s s n e s s  o f  t h e i r
p a in tin gs : the l i v i n g  o r  n a tu ra l i s  red u ced  to  the man-made o r
a r t i f i c i a l .  Thus he d e r id e s  'un  paysage de p a p ie r  p e in t  e t  un
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ruisseau de Terre f i l é '  (p .2 4 )  o r  excla im s 'q u e ls  c i e l s  m éta lliq u es ! 
une v ra ie  fe rb la n te r ie  de firm am en t.' (p .3 3 )  Such o b je c ts  have 
no inner substancei
ce n 'e s t  pas du sang qui d e v r a it  s o r t i r  de c e t te  poupée 
blême, c 'e s t  du son , du j o l i  son jaune! (p .1 7 4 )
le  suède des gants a é té  s o u f f l é ,  mais ne renferme 
aucune c h a ir , (p .1 7 5 ) (3 9 )
L ife  o r  nature i s  then the supreme a r b i t e r  o r  r e f e r e n t  ( 'Q u e l l e  
v é r it é !  q u e lle  v i e ! ' th ere  i s  in  D egas, p .1 3 2 ) .  One cou ld  h a r d ly  be 
fa r t h e r , i t  seem s, from  A re b o u rs  p u b lis h e d  o n ly  a  yea r  l a t e r ,  
where a r t i f i c e  and the u n n atu ra l a re  r a is e d  to  a  p h i l o s o p h ic a l ,  
a e s th e t ic  system . In  L 'A r t  m oderne, the o u te r  w orld  o f  n a tu re  
i  s both  a sou rce  o f  m a te r ia l —  the s to c k  o f  modern l i f e  has 
b a re ly  been tapped ( p p .1 4 0 -4 1 ) —  and a ls o  the y a r d s t ic k  a g a in s t  
which the treatm ent o f  t h is  m a te r ia l  can be ju d g e d . In o th e r  
w ords, the ra th e r  n a ive  n o t io n  o f  r e a l is m  as a  s o r t  o f  d i r e c t  
tr a n s c r ip t io n  e x p ressed  in  '¿ m i le  Z o la  e t  L 'A ssom m oir' seems to  
reappear in  L 'A rt  m oderne. Thus Euysmans t e l l s  us th a t Manet 
'p e in t ,  en a b régea n t, l a  n a tu re  t e l l e  q u 'e l l e  e s t  e t  t e l l e  q u ' i l  
l a  v o i t . '  ( p .4 6 )  He p r a is e s  a  v o r k  by B artholom é because 'C ’ e s t  
p r is  sur l e  v i f ,  c ' e s t  de l ' a r t  n a t u r a l is t e  e t  p l e i n . '  (p .7 1  )
The a r t i s t  should  n o t  r e - c r e a t e  l i f e  b u t ,  so  to  speak , ca p tu re  
i t  as i t  i s  l i v e d ,  in  a l l  i t s  s u b s ta n c e , g o in g  beyond outw ard 
appearances:
Qui a f a i t  v o i r ,  dans une femme d é s h a b i l l é e ,  l a  
n a t io n a l i t é  e t  l 'é p o q u e  a u x q u e lle s  e l l e  a p p a r t ie n t , 
l a  c o n d it io n  q u 'e l l e  o c c u p e , l '& g e ,  l ' é t a t  in t a c t  
ou d é f l o r é  de son c o r p s ?  ( p p .2 6 2 -6 3 )  (6 0 )
T r a d it io n a lis t  p a in t e r s ,  on the c o n t r a r y ,  r e fu s e  to  r e c o g n is e
such r e a l i t i e s ,  d is g u is in g  t h e i r  modelB as c l a s s i c a l  f ig u r e s
or fa k in g  th e ir  l i g h t i n g .  The tru e  a r t i s t  must
v o ir  l 'e s p r i t  des c h o s e s , qu i e s t  énorme e t  d écou le  de 
tou te  la  n ature comme l 'e a u  c o u le  des f o n t a i n e s . . .  ( p .4 2 )
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But a lthough  L 'A r t  moderne exam inas the ways a l l  a r t i s t s ,
t r a d i t i o n a l i s t  o r  m o d e rn ist , w r it e r s  o r  p a in t e r s ,  somehow co n v e rt
l i f e  in t o  a r t ,  Buysmans' e x p lo r a t io n  o f  th e  t r a n s it io n  from  l i f e
to  a r t ,  or from  l i t e r a t u r e  to  p a in t in g ,  u s u a lly  rem ains s u p e r f i c i a l .
I s ,  f o r  exam ple, ' l ' e s p r i t  des c h o s e s ' a s o r t  o f  p a n t h e is t ic  f o r c e
in h eren t in  the o b je c t s  o f  the w o r ld , recap-ta&d by the a r t i s t ,  o r
i s  i t  ra th er  the e sse n ce  o f  h is  p e rs o n a l  v i s i o n  g iven  co n c re te
form  in  h is  work? Buysmans' en th u siasm  f o r  ' l e s  m e rv e il le u x
s p e c ta c le s  des s a lo n s  e t  de l a  r u e ' ( p . 1 5 )  i s  c l o s e  to  th a t  o f
B audelaire in  C u r io s it é s  e s t h é t iq u e s  f o r  the sublim e and e p ic
a sp e cts  o f  modern l i f e ,  when f o r  exam ple the p o e t  w r ite s «
La v ie  p a r is ie n n e  e s t  fé co n d e  en s u je t s  p o é t iq u e s  e t  
m e rv e ille u x . Le m e rv e il le u x  nous en ve lop p e  e t  nous 
abreuve comme l 'a tm o s p h è r e ; m ais n ous ne l e  voyons p a s . ( 6 1 )
B audelaire however s ta t e s  m ore c l e a r l y  than Buysmans th a t
th is  a e s th e t ic  appeal i s  n o t  r e a l l y  l a t e n t  in  the w orld  but
crea ted  by the h e ig h ten ed  s e n s i b i l i t y  o f  the a r t i s t ,  f o r  whom
the v i s ib le  w orld  i s  a s to ck  o f  im ages and s ig n s  g iv en  va lu e  by
h is  im ag in ation : ' c ' e s t  une e s p è ce  de p&ture que l 'im a g in a t io n
d o it  d ig é re r  e t  t r a n s fo r m e r . ' ( 6 2 )  The d o c t r in e  o f  cop y in g
nature i s  the 'enemy o f  a r t ' ,  ( 6 3 )  f o r  th e  g r e a t  a r t i s t  i s  an
'im a g in a t i f ' ,  p a in t in g  n o t  what b e  se e s  b u t what he 'd r e a m s ',  ( 64 )
and h is  c r e a t io n  i s  a r e v e la t io n  o f  the s p i r i t ,  o f  ' l e  s u r n a t u r a lis m e '.
( 65 ) The a r t i s t 's  c r e a t io n  i s  r e a l l y  s u p e r io r  to  l i f e ,  f o r  he
seems e v id e n tly  to  be r e la t e d  to  the d e s c r ip t io n  o f  the fl& neur
( in  'Le P ein tre  de l a  v ie  m o d e r n e ') ,  who i s
un moi in s a t ia b le  du n o n -m o i, q u i ,  à chaque in s t a n t ,  l e  
rend e t  l 'e x p r im e  en im ages p lu s  v iv a n te s  que l a  v ie  
elle-m Cm e, to u jo u r s  in s t a b le  e t  f u g i t i v e .  (6 6 )
While Huysmans sim ply em phasises m e ticu lo u s  o b s e r v a t io n ,
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B au dela ire  g iv e s  Modern a r t  an i d e a l i s e d  fu n c t io n  s u p e r io r  to  
the m a te r ia l w o r ld . I t  i s  n o t  u n t i l  C e r ta in s  and L a -bas th a t  
Huysmans h im se lf  b eg in s  to  r e j e c t  p o s i t iv is m  (w h ich  B a u d e la ire  
d e n ig ra te s  in  the 'S a lo n  de 1 8 5 9 ')  and ad op ts  h is  own v e r s io n  
o f  's u r n a t u r a l is m e '.  (6 7 )
Ju st as Huysmans' statem en ts on the a e s t h e t i c  p o t e n t ia l  
o f  the modern w orld  are n o t  a lt o g e t h e r  c l e a r l y  d e v e lo p e d , s o  
too h is  v iew s on the v a lu e s  o f  p a r t i c u la r  s u b je c t s  tend  to  be 
ra th e r  co n fu se d . He attem pts to  a d o p t a r e l a t i v i s t  p o s i t i o n  
con cern in g  the a r t i s t 's  s u b je c t  m a tte r , r e j e c t i n g  the t r a d i t i o n ­
a l i s t  h ie ra r ch y :
i l  n 'y  a pas p lu s  de grande q u ’ i l  n 'y  a de moyenne e t  de 
p e t i t e  nature ( . . . )  I l  n 'y  a pas de s i t e s  p lu s  n o b le s  l e s  
uns que l e s  a u t r e s . . .  (p .1 1 8 )
Thus i t  m ight seem th at h is  approach  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  ' f o r m a l i s t ' :  
the m ost im portant q u a lity  o f  a work w ould be i t s  r e n d e r in g , n o t 
what i t  d e s c r ib e s  —  and a l i t t l e  l a t e r  in  L 'A r t  moderne he does 
say ' l e s  s u je t s  ne so n t r ie n  par eux-m 6m es. Tout dépend de l a  
fa çon  dont i l s  so n t t r a i t é s . . . '  ( p .1 9 6 )  But he im m ed ia te ly  
adds a d e fe n s iv e  p a re n th e s is  th a t v i r t u a l l y  c o n t r a d ic t s  h is  
f i r s t  r e j e c t i o n  o f  a h ie ra r ch y  o f  s u b je c t s :  ' . . . e t  i l  n 'e n  e s t  
p o in t  d 'a i l l e u r s  de s i  l i c e n c ie u x  e t  de s i  s o r d id e s  qu i ne se 
p u r i f ie n t  au feu  de l ' a r t . '  (p .1 9 6 )  (6 8 )  There i s  then a 
h ie ra rch y  o f  s u b je c t s ,  ra n g in g  from  the n o b le  to  the s o r d id :  
but Huysmans somewhat te n d e n t io u s ly  t r i e s  to  j u s t i f y  h is  
p re fe re n ce  f o r  the s o r d id , f i r s t  o f  a l l  by d en y in g  th a t  i t  
e x i s t s ,  but then by a d m ittin g  i t s  e x is t e n c e  and making i t  
su bord in ate  to  the 'a l c h e m ic a l ' p u r i f i c a t i o n  o f  a r t .
In f a c t  i t  becomes apparent th a t  Huysmans makes as
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many va lue judgem ents abou t w hich s u b je c t s  are a p p ro p r ia te  f o r
the a r t i s t  as any academ ic p a in te r  o r  ' i d e a l i s t '  n o v e l i s t .  T h is
i s  w e ll dem onstrated by h is  comments on urban la n d sca p es  in
I.'A rt moderne. Where the t r a d i t i o n a l i s t  p o rtra y s  the h e a lth y ,
s u n lit  a sp ects  o f  n a tu re , Huysmans p r e fe r s  i t  in  a  d is e a s e d  and
depressed form , d e s c r ib in g  f o r  in s ta n ce  v a r io u s  specim ens o f
' l e s  deux p&les c o n t r a ir e s  du paysage p a r i s i e n ' ,  ( p p .1 18 -1 9 )
Yet here he seems again  to  be c o n t r a d ic t in g  h is  own c r i t i c a l
dogmas —  f o r  when he im p lie s  th a t  n ature  can be o b serv ed
through a whole gamut o f  a t t i t u d e s ,  o f  w hich  he d e s c r ib e s  the
two 'o p p o s in g  p o l e s ' ,  s u r e ly  he i s  r e - e s t a b l i s h in g  by th is
judgement the very  d i s t in c t i o n  between a 'g ra n d e ' and a
'p e t i t e  n a tu re ' which on the p re v io u s  page he has d is m iss e d .
Elsewhere he w r ite s  o f  the 'g ra n d eu r m é la n co liq u e ' w hich f a c t o r y
chimneys bestow on the h o r iz o n s  o f  P a n tin , (p .8 8 )  t e l l i n g  us
that ' l a  beauté d 'u n  paysage e s t  s u r to u t  f a i t e  de m é la n c o l i e . '  ( p .3 4 )
These a t t r ib u t io n s  o f  p o e t i c  f e e l i n g  a r e ,  as they s ta n d , p u re ly
a rb itr a r y : Huysmans seems m erely  to  be ta lcing up the debased
a tt itu d e s  o f  a c e r ta in  rom an tic  r h e t o r i c  w ith ou t r e c o g n is in g
the f a c t  (w hich su ggests  a la c k  o f  c r i t i c a l  aw areness in  one
who c r i t i c i s e s  those who b l in d ly  f o l l o w  outmoded fo r m u la s ) .
P. Ward-Jackson c o n s id e r s  th a t  such  p re c o n c e p t io n s  l im i t
Kuysmans as a c r i t i c ,  w r it in g  f o r  in s ta n c e :
His p a th e t ic  co n ce p t  o f  la n d scap e  i s  an o b v io u s  h e r ita g e  
from the rom antic g e n e ra t io n  and from  Théodore Rousseau 
in  p a r t ic u la r .  T h is in h e r ita n c e  ( . . . )  a ccou n ts  f o r  h is  
ta ste  f o r  R a f f a e l l i 's  d re a ry  suburbs ( . . . )  and i t  a t  
f i r s t  c lo s e d  h is  ey es  to  the more wholesome q u a l i t i e s  
o f  the Im p r e s s io n is t s . ( 69 )
But though Huysmans' c r i t i c a l  d e fe n ce  o f  such s u b je c t s  i s  
unconvincing (perhaps because he f a i l s  to  r e a l i s e  th a t , fa r
from a b o lis h in g  a l l  p r e c o n c e p t io n s , r e a l is m  o r  n a tu ra lis m
e s ta b lis h e d  i t s  own a r t i s t i c  c o n v e n t io n s , one o f  w h ich  i s
the p reten ce  o f  d is p e n s in g  w ith  c o n v e n t io n ) ,  (7 0 )  h i s  in t e r e s t
in  the d isea sed  urban la n d sca p e  i s  w orth  s t r e s s in g  s in c e  i t  i s  t y p ic a l
o f  a view  o f  the o u ts id e  w orld  common t o  s e v e r a l  n a t u r a l i s t
w r ite r s ,  as the n ext ch a p te r  w i l l  show .
V ard-Jackson im p lie s  th a t  Huysmans f a i l e d  to  a p p r e c ia t e  
the Im p re ss io n is ts  on m oral o r  e m o tio n a l g rou n d s. B u t in  f a c t  
many o f  h is  c r i t i c is m s  in  L 'A r t  moderne are  t e c h n i c a l .  He 
d is l ik e s  M anet's 'B ar des F o l i e s - B e r g è r e ',  f o r  in s t a n c e ,  
because he f in d s  i t s  l i g h t i n g  in a c c u r a t e ,  ( p p .2 9 5 -9 6 )  The 
study o f  l i g h t  and c o lo u r  i s  in d eed  f o r  Huysmans a 'v é r i t é  
s c i e n t i f i q u e ',  and d is c u s s in g  the I m p r e s s io n is t s ' exp erim en ts  
in  th is  f i e l d ,  he a sk s :
C ette  te n ta t iv e  de ren d re  l e  fo ison n em en t d es  ê t r e s  e t  des 
ch oses dans l a  p u lv é ru le n ce  de l a  lu m ière  ou de  l e s  d é ta ­
ch er  avec le u r s  ton s c r u s ,  san s d é g r a d a t io n s , sans dem i- 
t e in t e s ,  dans c e r t a in s  cou p s de s o l e i l  tom bant d r o i t ,  
ra c c o u r c is s a n t  e t  supprim ant p resqu e  l e s  om bree { comme 
dans le s  images des J a p o n a is , a - t —e l l e  a b o u t i ,  a l 'é p o q u e  
où e l l e  fu t  o sé e ?  —  Presque ja m a is  j e  d o is  l e  d i r e ,  (p .1 0 4 )
C ertain  Im p re ss io n is t  works even s u g g e s t  d is e a s e s  o f  v i s i o n ,
he c la im s , to  be compared w ith  C h a r c o t 's  s tu d ie s  o f  d is t o r t e d
co lo u r  p e rce p tio n  in  h y s t e r i c a l  p a t i e n t s .  The p a ssa g e  ju s t
quoted a ls o  re v e a ls  the acuteneB s o f  Huysmans' own p e r c e p t io n
o f  l i g h t  and shadow; many o f  h is  d e s c r ip t io n s  o f  p a in t in g s  in
f a c t  d is p la y  both  an im p re ss iv e  v e r b a l  v i r t u o s i t y  and a
corresp on d in g  awareness o f  the t e c h n ic a l  problem s fa c e d  by
the p a in te rs  he i s  d e s c r ib in g .  In  a d d i t i o n ,  h is  r e fe r e n c e  to
a 'v é r i t é  s c i e n t i f i q u e '  (p .1 0 3 )  and to  C h arcot i s  w orth  ta k in g
ups the language and n o t io n s  o f  con tem porary  s c i e n c e  do n o t
escape Huysmans, w hatever h is  d is c la im e r  in  'É m ile  Z o la  e t
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l.'ABBommoir1. M edica l myth* fr e q u e n t ly  appear in  n a t u r a l is t  
n o v e le t  Bonne ta in  on com pu lsive  m asturbation  ( C h a r io t  s 'a m u se ) .  
V ic t o r  Margufcitte on h e r e d it a r y  s y p h i l i s  ( P r o s t i t u e e ) .  and o f  
cou rse  the theme o f  h e r e d it a r y  determ in ism  and d e g e n e ra tio n  
running through Lee R ougon-M acauart. In  Buysmans' c a s e , 
h y s te r ia ,  n e u r o s is , n e rv e s  and C h a r c o t 's  v iew s  on the s u b je c t  
co n s ta n tly  re s u r fa ce  th rou ghou t h is  w ork .
Huysmans' com parison  o f  the in n o v a t io n s  b rou gh t by Degas 
and the G oncourts a l s o  shows a d e s ir e  t o  l in k  a r t  and l i t e r a t u r e  
in  terms o f  te ch n iq u e , o f  f in d in g  the a p p ro p r ia te  id iom  o r  
medium f o r  ren d erin g  the w o r ld . Huysmans d o e s  n o t  c la im  th a t 
the G oncourts and D egas a ch iev e  i d e n t i c a l  e f f e c t s !  h is  p a r a l le l  
i s  l im ite d  to  s t a t in g  th a t in  t h e ir  r e s p e c t iv e  f i e l d s  they have 
dem onstrated new a r t i s t i c  p ro c e s s e s  —  the G on cou rts  in  p sy ch o log y  
and Degas in  visi^a^ im p r e s s io n s . But both  n o v e l i s t s  and a r t i s t  
are con n ected  in  an exten d ed  l i n g u i s t i c  m etaphor! both  have 
crea ted  a new 'v o c a b u la r y ',  o v e r tu rn in g  co n v e n t io n a l language 
w ith  th e ir  'n e o lo g i s m s '.  ( p . 1 3 6 f f . )  (7 1 )  In  t h i s  a n a lo g y ,
Huysmans moves away from  h is  s im p l i s t i c  n o t io n  o f  re a lis m  
sim ply b e in g  't r u th  t o  r e a l i t y '  to  see  i t  as a  language cre a te d  
by the a r t i s t .  In  a  sense he b eg in s  t o  a n t ic ip a t e  the 'in q u ir y  
in t o  the l in g u i s t i c s  o f  the v is u a l  im age ' c a r r ie d  ou t in  
E .H . G om brich 's w ell-kn ow n  s tu d y , A rt and I l l u s i o n . As 
Gombrich rem arks,
There i s  no n e u tra l  n a tu ra lism . The a r t i s t ,  no l e s s  than 
the w r it e r ,  n eed s  a voca b u la ry  b e fo r e  be can embark on a 
'c o p y ' o f  r e a l i t y .  ( 7 2 )
The word 'c o p y ' i s  i n  any ca se  m is le a d in g !
the a r t i s t  ( . . . )  cannot t r a n s c r ib e  what he s e e s ;  he can 
on ly  tr a n s la te  i t  in t o  the terms o f  h is  medium. ( . . . )
The a r t i s t  ca n n o t copy a s u n l i t  law n, b u t he can su ggest
i t .  (7 3 )
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G e n e ra lly , how ever, Huyemane' a n a lo g ie s  betw een the
d i f fe r e n t  a r ts  are much more s u b je c t iv e  < the r e a l  p o in t  o f
com parison i s  the em otion a l e f f e c t  they produce on the re a d e r
or s p e c ta t o r . I f  the o n ly  r e a l  a n a lo g y  f o r  G ustave M oreau 's
works i s  in  l i t e r a t u r e ,  t h is  i s  because
L 'on  ép rou ve , en e f f e t ,  d evan t c e s  ta b le a u x , une se n sa t io n  
presque é g a le  à c e l l e  que l 'o n  r e s s e n t  l o r s q u 'o n  l i t  
c e r ta in s  poèmes b iz a r r e s  e t  charm ants, t e l s  que l e  R ive 
d é d ié , dans l e s  F leu rs  du M al. à C on sta n tin  Guys, par 
C harles B a u d e la ire , ( p .1 5 3 )  (7 4 )
The e v o ca tio n  in  p rose  o f  the s e n s a t io n s  produced  by p i c t o r i a l
a rt  is  p robab ly  the most o u ts ta n d in g  q u a l i t y  o f  L 'A r t  m oderne.
In fa c t  p a in tin g s  w hich Huysmans l ik e s  o f t e n  sound more l ik e
poems in  h is  d e s c r ip t io n s  o f  them, o r  a t  l e a s t  em anations o f
p o e t ic  f e e l in g .  (7 5 ) Thus he may w r ite :
chez M. M i l l a i s ,  l a  d é t r e s s e  i n f i n i e  des autom nes qui 
m eurent, e t  l e  grand f r i s s o n  de l a  n ature  aux app roch es 
des ouragans e t  des n u a g es , é t a ie n t  e x p r im é s , ( p .3 3 )
barely  d e s c r ib in g  the p a in t in g  in  q u e s t io n , o r  a sk in g  why i t s
d e ta i ls  should  a rou se  th ese  im p re ss io n s  in  the o b s e r v e r .  I t
is  true that B au d ela ire  rem arks:
Les c o n s id é r a t io n s  e t  l e s  r i v e r i e s  m orales qu i s u r g is s e n t  
des d e ss in s  d 'u n  a r t i s t e  s o n t ,  dans beaucoup de c a s ,  l a  
m e illeu re  t r a d u c t io n  que l e  c r i t iq u e  en p u is se  f a i r e .  (7 6 )
Y et, to  con clu de t h is  d is c u s s io n  on L 'A r t  m oderne, su ch  an approach
does n o t a llow  Buysmans to  e s t a b l i s h  a co h e re n t sta tem en t o f  a
n a tu r a lis t  o r  m od ern ist a e s t h e t i c  a g a in s t  w hich to  a s s e s s  hiB
or o th e r s ' f i c t i o n a l  w orks. In s te a d , we see a w id e -ra n g in g
fa s c in a t io n  w ith  many a s p e c ts  o f  modern a r t  (from  a r c h it e c t u r e
to  typ ograp h y), and in  a fragm en tary  way g lim pse many o f  the
key a sp ects  o f  n a tu ra lism  —  an aw areness o f  the untapped
a r t i s t i c  re s o u rce s  o f  the w o r ld , an appeal to  a n o t io n  o f
truth  which demands s c i e n t i f i c  p r e c is io n  and o b s e r v a t io n ,
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a d e s ire  to  su ggest in  w r it in g  the te x tu r e  and d e n s ity  o f  the 
w orld o f  the se n se s . But such  fragm en ts do n o t  amount to  a 
system atic e x p o s it io n .
Host c r i t i c s  o f  Huysmans' w r it in g  on a r t  in  f a c t  a gree  th a t
system atic o b je c t i v i t y  i s  n e it h e r  h is  aim n o r  h is  a ch iev em en t. (7 7 )
Henry Amer, f o r  exam ple, in  a s u b s t a n t ia l  a r t i c l e  on 'Huysmans e t
la  p e in t u r e ',  w r ite s  th a t  a t  e v e r y  s ta g e  o f  h is  c a r e e r ,  f o r
Buysmans p a in tin g  has 'u n  a u tre  but q u 'e lle -m S m e . Le b u t q u ' i l
lu i  assign e a v a r ié  au tan t que lui-m êm e a é v o l u é . '  (7 8 )  From
A rebours onwards, says Amer, he i s  l e s s  and l e s s  in t e r e s t e d  in
the technique o f  p a in te r s  and more and more in  what he c o n s id e r s
to be th e ir  s p ir i t u a l  c o n te n t :  thus he u se s  Custave Moreau to
create  a myth, a v i s io n  o f  e s ca p e  from  the w o r ld , to  w hich
p a in tin g  i s  sim ply the means. (7 9 )  L a te r ,  GrQnewald i s  seen  aB
p roo f that n atu ra lism  and s p i r i t u a l i t y  a re  r e c o n c i l e a b l e , (8 0 )
and p a in tin g  becomes a key to  the s u p e r n a tu ra l .
La v a leu r d 'u n e  oeu vre  p la s t iq u e ,  à  l a  f i n ,  t ie n d r a  m oins 
dans ce q u 'e l l e  m a n ife s te  que dans ce  q u 'e l l e  s i g n i f i e .
Et p ou rta n t, au d é b u t , l a  p e in tu re  flam ande s u r to u t  
l 'a t t i r e  avec sa  p e r p é t u e l le  f ê t e  de c o u le u r s , de mouvements, 
de tru cu le n ce . La s e n s u a l i t é  q u i é c la t e  dans l a  v ie  c o p ié e  
ou r ê v é e  par ce s  p e in t r e s ,  Huysmans e s s a ie  de l 'e x p r im e r  
a son tou r dans l ' a r t  q u ' i l  a c h o i s i .  (81 )
The s h i f t  i s  from t r a n s p o s i t io n  to  s i g n i f i c a n c e ;  a r t  becom es
accep tab le  on ly  i f  i t  e x p r e s s e s , n o t  the sen su a l r ic h n e s s  o f
l i f e ,  but a r e l ig io u s  e x p e r ie n c e  beyond the h ere -an d -n ow .
This t r a n s it io n  takes p la c e  m ost o b v io u s ly  between
L 'A rt moderne and A r e b o u r s . In  a d is in g en u ou s  l e t t e r  to
Z ola , (82 ) Huysmans p o in ts  o u t  the d is c r e p a n c ie s  betw een the
two works and d en ies  (w ith o u t  much c o n v ic t io n )  th a t he sh ares
des E s s e in te s 's  p re fe re n ce  f o r  M allarm é, o r  La T e n ta tio n  de
sa in t Antoine and La Faute de l 'a b b é  M ouret w ith  t h e ir  lu r id
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trea  lent o f  r e l i g i o n ,  o v e r  C erm in ie  L a certeu x  o r  L 'é d u c a t io n
p »n tlm en ta le . Three ch a p tere  o f  A r e b o u r s  are s u b s t a n t ia l ly
devoted to  l i t e r a t u r e  ( i l l ,  X I I ,  XIV) and two to  p a in t in g  (V , I X ) .
In  h is  fe r o c io u s  a p p ra is a ls  o f  a r t i s t s  p a s t  and p r e s e n t , d es
E sse in tes  r e j e c t s  both m odernism and c la s s i c i s m  —  w orks, in
oth er w ords, which try  t o  p la c e  man. s e e n  in  a  g en era l sen se  in
a s ta b le , u n if ie d  v is io n  o f  the w o r ld . (8 3 )  F or des E s s e in t e s ,
on the co n tra ry , the e c c e n t r i c  in d iv id u a l  sepa ra ted  from  the
un iverse i s  paramount, and i d i o s y n c r a t i c  s u b je c t i v i t y  i s  the
primary c r i t e r i o n  o f  a r t i s t i c  a p p r e c ia t io n !
tou t en d é s ira n t  se  d ég a g er  d es  p r é ju g é s , s 'a b s t e n i r  de 
tou te  p a ss io n , chacun va  de p r é fé r e n c e  aux oeu vres q u i 
corresp on den t l e  p lu s  in tim em en t a son propre temperament 
e t  f i n i t  par r e lé g u e r  en a r r i é r é  to u te s  l e s  a u tr e s .
Since many o f  the c r i t i c a l  id e a s  o f  A re b o u rs  are rep ea ted  in  
C ertains f iv e  yea rs  l a t e r  ( 1 8 8 9 ) ,  h ow ev er , i t  seems more a p p ro p r ia te  
to  look  a t  th is  second c o l l e c t i o n  o f  Huysmans' a r t  c r i t i c i s m  f o r  
examples o f  h is  r e t r e a t  from  m odernism  than to  r i s k  d u p l ic a t in g  
the d e ta ile d  d is cu s s io n  w hich  i s  d e v o te d  to  A reb ou rs  in  a l a t e r  
ch apter.
C erta in s shares w ith  A re b o u rs  w hat one m ight c a l l  the
a r is t o c r a t i c  postu re  —  p e r s o n i f ie d  in  the n ov e l by des E s s e in te s
h im se lf. R e ca ll in g  perhaps B a u d e la ir e 's  dictum  th a t
pour ê tr e  ju s t e ,  c 'e s t - à - d i r e  p o u r  a v o ir  sa  r a is o n  d 'ê t r e ,  
la  c r i t iq u e  d o i t  ê t r e  p a r t i a l e ,  p a ss io n n é e , p o l i t iq u e ,  
c 'e s t - a - d i r e  f a i t e  à un p o in t  de  vue e x c l u s i f ,  mais au 
p o in t  de vue qui ou vre  l e  p lu s  d 'b o r i s o n s ,  ( 84 )
Huysmans, in  the f i r s t  s e c t i o n  o f  C e r t a in s . 'Du d i l e t t a n t i s m e ',
demands v ir u le n t  commitment in  c r i t i c a l  statem en ts (a s  opposed
to  the ca u tiou sn ess  o f  the 'd i l e t t a n t e '  who p ra is e s  e v e r y th in g
and a p p rec ia tes  n o th in g ) , e x c la im in g !
le  ta le n t  e s t  aux s in c è r e s  e t  aux ra g e u rs , non aux 
in d i f f é r e n t s  e t  aux l& ch e s . ( p . 1 3 )
( A r e b o u r s , p .270 )
31
The m a jo r ity  o f  humanity p ro b a b ly  f a l l s  in t o  the secon d  c a te g o r y ,
f o r  l i t e r a t u r e  i s  r e s t r i c t e d  to  a h erm e tic  sphere w h ich  e x c lu d e s
most p e o p le , however much they d e lu d e  th em se lv esi
Jam ais, au grand ja m a is , person ne ne co n v ie n d ra  q u ' i l  e s t  
absolum ent in a p te  à a p p r é c ie r  un a r t  qui e s t  cepen dan t l e  
p lu s  com pliqu é, l e  p lu s  v e r r o u i l l é ,  l e  p lu s  h au ta in  de 
t o u s , (p p .8 -9 )  (8 5 )
Elsew here he remarks th a t D e la c r o ix 's  works are 'p o l l u t e d '  by 
the ig n o ra n t  gaze o f  t h e ir  s p e c t a t o r s ,  (p .1 8 7 )  (8 6 )  And W h is t le r , 
l ik e  V e r la in e , has a ch iev ed  an o c c u l t ,  in c a n ta to r y  a r t ,  w hich 
e xp lod es  the co n fin e s  o f  form , t o  c r e a t e ,  the p a in t e r  c la im s ,
'une d iv i n i t é  d 'e s s e n ce  d é l i c a t e ,  t o u t  en r e t r a i t . '  ( p .6 6 )
He has
a r is to c ra t iq u e m e n t  p ra t iq u é  c e t  a r t  r é f r a c t a i r e  aux id é e s  
commîmes, c e t  a r t  s 'e f f a ç a n t  des co h u e s , c e t  a r t  réso lu m en t 
s o l i t a i r e ,  hautainem ent s e c r e t ,  ( p .6 6 )
Lust and money ru le  the m odem  w o r ld , a c c o r d in g  to  Huysmans.
The E i f f e l  Tower —  'c e  s u p p o s i t o i r e  s o l i t a i r e  e t  c r i b l é  de
t r o u s ' ( p . 1 5 6 ) —  i s  the s p ir e  o f  the ch u rch  o f  C a p it a l ,  ( p p .1 5 9 -6 0 )
T a in e 's th eory  o f  m ilie u  i s  a p p lie d  à r e b o u r s , as i t  w ere : the
great- a r t i s t  i s  d is t in g u is h e d  by h is  r e v o l t  a g a in s t  the w orld
which surrounds him; on ly  ' ( l e s )  &mes s u b a lt e r n e s ' subm it to
th e ir  environm ent, ( p p .2 0 -2 1 )
Such a r e t r e a t  from  the s o c i a l  w o r ld , such  a r e fu s a l  to
see a r t  as a p u b lic  g e s tu re ,, seems n e a re r  the id e a s  o f  sym bolism
than n a tu ra lism , e s p e c ia l ly  i f  (a s  J .  B orie  puts i t )  n a tu ra lism
i s  'une l i t t é r a t u r e  d é m o cr a t iq u e '. ( 8 7 )  N atu ralism  m ight be
seen as 'd e m o c r a t i c ',  n o t in  the sen se  o f  s u p p o r t in g  u n iv e rs a l
s u ff r a g e , s o c ia l  dem ocracy o r  some s o r t  o f  d i r e c t  p o l i t i c a l
a c t io n ,  but ra th e r  in s o fa r  as i t  r e s t o r e s  a l l  men to  e q u a lity
in  the fa c e  o f  the w o r ld : both  the clasB  war and the a r i s t o c r a t i c
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e l i t e  are swept away by the in v in c ib le  f o r c e  o f  the b i o l o g i c a l
p r in c ip le  (hence the d i s l i k e  o f  n a tu ra lism  ex p re sse d  by id e o l o g i e s
o f  both l e f t  and r i g h t ) .  Jean Rostand argu es th a t Z o la
a e tendu, é la r g i  n o tr e  n o t io n  de l 'h u m a in . A jo u ta n t à 
l'homme des s a lo n s , à  l'homme des T i l l e s ,  l'hom m e de l a  
te r re  e t  l'homme de d essou s  l a  t e r r e ,  i l  l e s  a  tous 
soudés ensem ble par l a  b ê t e ,  e t  e n s u ite  tous r é in t é g r é s  
e t  r é c o n c i l i é s  dans l'im m en se e t  d éda igneu se  n a tu re  où 
l 'a ccou ch em en t d 'u n e  femme ne compte pas p lu s  que l a  
m ise-bas d 'u n e  va ch e ! ( 88 )
Auerbach in  any ca se  sees  a more s p e c i f i c  hum anitarian
in te n tio n  in  a work such as G erm inalt
L 'a r t  du s t y le  a com plètem ent ren on cé  à p ro d u ire  des 
e f f e t s  a g réa b les  au sens t r a d it io n n e l  du m ot; i l  e s t  
mis au s e r v ic e  de l a  d é p la is a n te , o p p re ss a n te , d ese sp e ra n te  
v é r i t é .  K ais c e t t e  v é r i t é  e s t  en même temps un appel à 
l 'a c t i o n ,  à l a  ré form e s o c i a l e .  (8 9 )
Auerbach, how ever, rem arks th a t such a sense o f  commitment i s
a lie n  to  both  F lau b ert and the G on cou rts , whose a e s th e t ic is m
sprin gs from  a p erson a l i s o la t io n is m  and r e fu s a l  o f  s o c ia l
r e s p o n s ib i l i t y  w hich can a t  tim es seem s t e r i l e  and p e e v is h . ( 90)
Yet both  the G oncourts and F la u b e rt  subm it to  the r e a l i s t
programme, e x h a u s t iv e ly  a ssem b lin g  the docum ents and data  w hich
ch ro n ic le  an age they c la im  to  h a te . Buysmans i s  e v id e n t ly
c lo s e r  to  these w r ite r s  than to  Z o la  in  h is  o u t lo o k . F la u b e rt
and the G oncourts a re , p r e c i s e ly ,  'd e  p robes e t  de s é d i t ie u x  e t
de hautains a r t i s t e s '  in  ch a p ter  one o f  L a -b a s . because  th ey
withdraw from  t h e ir  ce n tu ry : the honourable  a r t i s t  must be
's e d i t i o u s ' ,  adopt a p u re ly  n e g a tiv e  s o c i a l  p o s tu r e . Z o la ,
on the o th e r  hand, i s  v iew ed  by Huysmans w ith  som eth ing
approaching contem pt f o r  h is  a c t iv e  in t e r v e n t io n  in  the
Lreyfus A f fa ir  in  1898. ( 9 1 )
Edmond de C oncourt remarked th at he was drawn to  p o r tra y  
the low er c la s s e s ,  ' l a  c a n a i l l e ' ,  because he found in  them the
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charm o f  the e x o t i c  and unknown. (9 2 )  Huysmans' own a t t r a c t i o n  
towards modern l i f e  in  '¿ m i le  Z o la  e t  L*Assonunoir' and L 'A r t  moderne 
s im ila r ly  r e v e a ls  an im pu lse  w hich  ia  much more a e s t h e t i c  than 
s o c ia l  o r  hum anitarian . Hia s le a z y  w hores and gloom y la n d sca p e s  
rep resen t a new sou rce  o f  m a t e r ia l ;  h is  a p p ea ls  to  ' t r u t h '  seem 
to  r e fe r  to  a r t i s t i c  i n t e g r i t y  r a th e r  than m o r a l ity ; the a r t i s t  
shapes h is  form s and c h a r a c te r s  b u t rem oves h im s e lf  from  them, 
e x is t in g  on a s u p e r io r  l e v e l  as the 'm on treu r des b i t e s ' .  I f  
th is  a e s th e t ic  p e r s p e c t iv e  i s  borne in  m ind, Huysmans' open 
exp ress ion  o f  h o s t i l i t y  tow ards the modern w orld  in  C e r ta in s  
can be seen , n o t as a r e j e c t i o n  o f  n a tu ra lism  g e n e r a l ly ,  b u t o f  
the hum anitarian m a te r ia lism  w hich i s  one o f  i t s  com pon en ts.
But, as the essa y  on L 'A ssom m oir show s, i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to  
adopt such a p o s i t io n  and a v o id  c o n t r a d ic t io n  and c o n fu s io n .
Both F lau bert and the G o n co u rts , w h atever t h e ir  d e v o t io n  to  
the 'p r ie s t h o o d ' o f  a r t ,  a re  a ls o  a s s o c ia t e d  w ith  a p r o g r e s s iv e ,  
s c i e n t i f i c  id e o lo g y  w hich  e x p l i c i t l y  r e j e c t s  t r a d i t i o n a l  v a lu e s  
and h ie r a r ch ie s  and co n s e q u e n tly  app ears m ora lly  and p o l i t i c a l l y  
su b v ers iv e . (9 3 )  Kadame Bovary i s  p ro s e cu te d ; i t s  a u th or  i s  
ca rica tu red  as a surgeon  c a l l o u s ly  d is s e c t in g  h is  v i c t im .
The Goncourts ( a ls o  p r o s e c u te d )  (9 4 )  s ta t e  in  the p r e fa c e  to  
Germinie L acerteux ( 18 6 5 ) th a t  now ' l e  Roman s 'e s t  im pose l e s  
etudes e t  l e s  d e v o ir s  de l a  s c i e n c e ' and has become ' l 'H i s t o i r e  
morale contem poraine. '  (9 5 )
A. G uedj, in  an a r t i c l e  on 'Le N aturalism e avant Z o l a ' ,  
p rovides an e x c e l le n t  a n a ly s is  o f  the h o s t i l e  r e a c t io n s  o f  c r i t i c s  
to  r e a l i s t  n o v e ls  d u r in g  the Second E m pire. Kadame B ovary i s  
h a iled  as 'Le Roman p h y s io lo g iq u e ' ;  th a t  th is  in  i t s e l f  
im plies  a condem nation i s  made c l e a r  by an a r t i c l e  by A . L e g r e l le
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in  the Revue de l ’ I n s t r u c t io n  p u b liq u e  in  1859. L e g r e l le
ign ore  1* p h y s io lo g ie .  La v i e  organ iqu e  l u i  s o u lè v e  l e  
co e u r . Tout ce  qui tou ch e  au sexe  e t  au co r p s  provoque 
son in d ig n a t io n . La v i o le n c e  de se s  r é a c t io n s  ( . . . )  e s t  
symptomatique de l a  f o r c e  d es  tabou s que l e  n a tu ra lism e  
v i o l e r a .  L e g re lle  r e p ro ch e  aux nouveaux rom a n ciers  ' l e u r  
in a d m iss ib le  p ré te n t io n  de t o u t  r é h a b i l i t e r  san s  r ie n  
su b ord on n er '. C 'e s t - à - d i r e  de supprim er to u te  h ié r a r c h ie  
des v a le u rs  e n tre  l ' e s p r i t  e t  l a  m a t iè r e , l'& m e e t  l e  c o r p s . 
Subordonner s i g n i f i e  d 'a i l l e u r s  sim plem ent c e n s u r e r .
C atains f a i t s  r e le v a n t  d e s  'im p u re té s  de l a  m a t iè r e ' n 'o n t  
pas le u r  p la ce  dans une oe u v re  d 'a r t .  I l  y  a d es bornes 
qu 'on  ne d o i t  jam ais d é p a s s e r .  (9 6 )
D e scr ip tio n  i s  a ls o  g e n e r a lly  d en ou n ced , say s  G u ed j: the r e a l i s t
ob sess ion  w ith  the o u te r  w orld  tu rn s  a t t e n t io n  away from  God and
the inn er l i f e ;  determ inism , th e  l o s s  o f  in d iv id u a l  autonomy o r
fre e  w i l l ,  i s  glim psed as a m enacing con sequen ce  o f  t h is  in s is t e n c e
on environm ent. O b je c t iv it y  o r  ' i m p a s s i b i l i t y '  i s  a g a in  m ora lly
su b v ers iv e : beneath th is  n e u t r a l i t y  i s  a r e fu s a l  o f  v a lu e s ,
good and e v i l ,  n ob le  and i g n o b le .
N aturalism  and i t s  a n t e c e d e n t s , by i t s  v e ry  e x i s t e n c e ,  thus
rep resen ts  an id e o lo g i c a l  com m itm ent. The paradox o f  Huysmans'
attem pt, h a lf-w a y  through h is  c a r e e r ,  to  r e s t o r e  t r a d i t i o n a l i s t
va lu es —  and s p e c i f i c a l l y  th o s e  o f  C a th o lic is m  —  t o  a type o f
w r it in g  which seems in h e r e n t ly  opposed  to  them must be em phasised .
He r e je c t s  m ateria lism  but a d h eres  to  a l i t e r a r y  lan gu age whose
main q u a l i t ie s  are d e l ib e r a t e ly  m a t e r ia l i s t ,  f o c u s in g  on the
w orld o f  o b je c t s  and the f l e s h ,  p h y s io lo g y  and d e s c r ip t io n .
His attem pts to  r e s o lv e  th is  p aradox  through a e s t h e t ic is m , the
su pern a tu ra l, o r  a s o r t  o f  'C h r i s t i a n ' n a tu ra lism  w i l l  be e x p lo re d
in the ch apters  on A re b o u rs . L à -bas and En r o u t e . Prom A reb ou rs
onwards, he e x p l i c i t l y  w ithdraw s from  m odern ity  and s c ie n t is m ;
but they co n s ta n tly  reappear as  in e s c a p a b le  f o r c e s ,  seem in gly
embedded in  h is  lan gu a ge . In  C e r t a in s . Huysmans in a u gu ra tes
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a debate between e e ie n ce  and r e l i g i o n  w hich e ch o e s  th rou gh  h is  
work w ith  an anguished c i r c u l a r i t y  r i g h t  up to  Les F ou les  de 
L ou rdes, even though he c la im s  to  have op ted  f o r  r e l i g i o n .
In C e rta in s , th is  c o n t r a s t in g  o f  the s c i e n t i f i c  and 
r e l i g io u s  view s o f  man o c c u r s  in  the s e c t io n  d ev o ted  to  F é l i c ie n  
Rops and e r o t ic is m , and form s p a r t  o f  a g en era l, a ttem p t in  the 
book  to  cre a te  a ' s p i r i t u a l '  l e v e l  o f  e x is t e n c e  o v e r  and above 
the co n tin g e n c ie s  o f  the p h y s ic a l  w o r ld . A lth ou gh  Huysmans 
a s c r ib e s  the e r o t i c  a r t  o f  R ops, Rowlandson and the Japanese 
w ith  an e x p l i c i t ,  bawdy g u s to , s en su a l p le a su re  and se x u a l lo v e  
a re  remote from  h is  c o n c e r n s . A gru esom ely  d e t a i le d  d e s c r ip t io n  
o f  a woman co p u la t in g  w ith  an o c to p u s  ( p p .7 8 -7 9 ) su g g e s ts  a more 
s in i s t e r  c r u e lt y ,  and Huysmans in  f a c t  i s  in t e r e s t e d  o n ly  in  
works which r e f l e c t  a macabre s e x u a l i t y  rem oved from  the 
everyday or ' l ' a c t e  de f o r n i c a t i o n  q u i n 'e s t  que m a lp r o p r e . ' ( p .7 1 )  
He turns towards 'e r e th is m ' —  s e x u a l i t y  o f  a  c e r e b r a l  or  
s p ir i t u a l  ra th er  than a  g e n it a l  v a r i e t y ,  ' l 'a u - d e l à  des 
spasm es.' (p .7 2 )  Huysmans w rote to  Théo Hannon ten  y e a rs  
b e fo re  C e rta in s » 'Le sperme me p a r a î t  s 'em m agasin er dans mon 
cervea u , au détrim ent de mes c o u i l l e s , '  (9 7 )  w hich  h e lp s  e x p la in  
the statem ent in  C erta in s  th a t ' i l  n 'y  a de r é e l le m e n t  ob scèn es  
que le s  gens c h a s t e s , ' ( p .7 0 )  th a t  i s ,  th ose  who f in d  no 
p h y s ica l o u t le t  f o r  t h e i r  sexu a l im p u lse s , who su bm it to  
'c e  ru t qui se passe t o u t  e n t ie r  dans l'&me e t  sans que l e  
corp s  co n su lté  s 'e n  m d le . ' ( p .7 2 )  S c ie n c e , says Huysmans, 
f a i l s  to  ex p la in  the ca u ses  o f  t h is  e re th is m , w hereas the 
Church d oes:
En somme, ce phénomène e s t  c l a i r  pour l e s  c a t h o l iq u e s ,  
profondém ent o b scu r  pour l e s  m a t é r ia l is t e s  in a p te s  à 
d é co u v r ir  dans l e  cerveau  l e  mécanisme de c e t t e  &me q u ' i l s  
co n s id è re n t a in s i  qu 'une f o n c t io n  d 'u n  systèm e n erveux 
qui se meut s e u l ,  (p .7 4 )
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The u n if ie d  'm echanism ' o f  the human organism  adop ted  by 
naturalism  i s  c o n tr a s te d  w ith  C h r is t ia n  d u a lism . By p r e fe r r in g  
the secon d , Buysmans i s  a b le  to  g iv e  p e rv e r te d  s e x u a l i t y  an 
a d d it io n a l , a b so lu te  v a lu e s  i t  becom es the m a n ife s t a t io n  o f  a 
s p ir i t u a l  f o r c e  o u ts id e  man, o f  e v i l ,  f o r  the Church a t t r ib u t e s  
erethism  to  the d e v i l .  That Huysmans sh ou ld  c o n s id e r  th is  
r e l ig io u s  e x p la n a tio n  ' c l e a r e r '  than a  s c i e n t i f i c  approach  
shows the cu r iou s  l o g i c  w hich  he p r a c t i s e s :  b e l i e f  in  an 
i r r a t i o n a l ,  m ysteriou s  f o r c e  o f  e v i l  s u r e ly  r e p r e s e n ts  a r e f u s a l ,  
ra th er than a c o n c lu s io n , o f  the in v e s t ig a t io n  w hich s c i e n c e ,  >
however u n s a t i s f a c t o r i l y ,  t r i e s  to  p u rsu e .
Because o f  t h is  a t t i t u d e ,  how ever, Huysmans i s  a b le  to
j
g ive  a new ca ch et to  e r o t i c  a r t .  Whereas a r t  h is t o r ia n s  l ik e
f
Vard-Jackson o r  B rookner d is m iss  F e l i c ie n  Rops as a p orn ogra p h er, (9 8 )  
fo r  Huysmans he goes beyond the c o r p o r e a l  and in v e s t ig a t e s  an 
a bso lu te  w orld  o f  s e x u a l e v i l  w ith  'une &me de P r im it i f  a 
r e b o u r s . ' (p .8 2 )  W hile L 'A r t  moderne o f f e r s  an e s s e n t i a l l y  !
a e s th e t ic  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  t r e a t in g  d is t u r b in g  s u b je c t s ,  in  
C erta ins the j u s t i f i c a t i o n  i s  made on r e l i g i o u s  o r  's a t a n i c '  
grounds. A rt f a i l e d  to  r e a l i s e  th a t 'p o u r  S tre  sura igftb ', tou te  
oeuvre d e v ra it  6 tr e  sa ta n iq u e  ou m y s t iq u e .' ( p .8 2 )  The s t r e e t ­
walker o f  L 'A rt  moderne w ith  h er ja d ed  charms d is p la y e d  a g a in s t  
the contem porary urban scen e iB r e p la c e d  by
la  Femme e s s e n t i e l l e  ( . . . ) ,  l a  B ite  veneneuse e t  n u e , 
la  m ercenaire d es  T en eb res , l a  serve  a b so lu e  du D ia b le . ( p .1 0 6 ) (9 9
This abso lu te  i s ,  n e v e r t h e le s s ,  a tta in e d  through ' l a  v io le n c e  de
la  c h a i r , '  ( p . 96) by ta k in g  p h y s io lo g y  (th e  obscen e  an atom ica l
d isp la y  o f  porn ograph y) to  i t s  l i m i t s .  One work by Rops
apparently  shows a woman crowned w ith  thorns c r u c i f i e d  on a
c o lo s s a l  phallus (sh e  i s  'co u ro n n e s  de p in e s ' as J . - L .  B a c h e l l ie r  
puts i t ) .  (100) Woman may h ere  appear as v i c t im  ra th e r  than 
tem ptress, but th is  blasphem ous je s t  c l e a r l y  shows the com bin ation  
o f  r e l ig io n  and p erv erse  s e x u a l it y  w hich f a s c in a t e s  Huysmans.
The way in  which the f l e s h ,  o r  r a th e r  the to r tu re d  f l e s h ,  i s  
somehow converted  to  s p i r i t  i s  o f  co u rse  a  m ajor theme o f  L a -b a s .
Though Huysmans t e l l s  P r in s  in  1890 th a t in  h is  new book 
he intends to  'v o m it ' on n a tu ra lis m , (1 0 1 )  in  f a c t  the d is c u s s io n  
in  the opening ch a p ter  shows a d e s ir e  f o r  a s y n th e s is  o f  s p i r i t  
and f le s h  e x e m p lif ie d  f o r  the h e ro  D u rta l in  Grünewald's  
rep resen ta tion  o f  the C r u c i f i x i o n .  W hile the ch a ra c te r  des 
Hermies does launch in t o  a v i r u l e n t  a t t a c k  on n atu ra lism  in  
chapter one o f  La-bas ( i r o n i c a l l y ,  h ow ever , u s in g  a l u r id  im agery 
which sounds l ik e  a  parody o f  a  c e r t a in  n a t u r a l i s t  s t y l e ) , (1 0 2 ) 
th is  onslaught i s  co u n te ra c te d  by D u r t a l 's  ra th e r  gru dg in g  
d e fen ce . Des Hermies damns n a tu ra lism  f o r  the very  rea son  i t  
might have been p ra is e d  in  L 'A r t  moderne —  because i t  r e f l e c t s  
the s p i r i t  o f  i t s  age a l l  t o o  a c c u r a t e ly  —  but f o r  D u rta l i t s  
weakness l i e s  in  i t s  p s y c h o lo g y . The i d e a l  union  o f  body and 
s o u l, natural and su p ern a tu ra l w hich D u rta l f a i l s  to  f in d  in  
modern l it e r a t u r e  he has d is c o v e r e d  in  th e  P r im it iv e s , who 
achieved an in t e n s ity  o f  f e e l i n g  unknown to  w r it e r s ,  'une 
transform ation  de l a  m atière  détendue ou com prim ée, une 
échappée hors des se n s , sur d ' i n f i n i s  l o i n t a i n s . '  ( L a -b a s . 1 .1 5  ) 
The m a gn ificen tly  w r itte n  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  Grünewald's  C r u c if ix io n  
at Ca88el (now in  K a rlsru h e) i s  meant to  dem onstrate how th is  
alchem ical p ro c e s s , the c o n v e rs io n  o f  m a tter  to  s p i r i t  through 
a 'naturalism e s p i r i t u a l i s t e ' ,  takes p la c e .  A ccord in g  to  Maingont
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l 'e x p r e s s io n  'n a tu ra lism e  m y s t iq u e ' suggère qu 'u n  a r t  
vraim ent r e l ig ie u x ,  l o i n  de m asquer l 'h o r r e u r  des r é a l i t é s  
p h y siq u es , d o i t  en l a  s o u l ig n a n t ,  m ontrer un monde 
s u rn a tu r e l. La p e in tu r e , a p rè s  a v o i r  é t é  pour Buysmans, 
au moment de l 'é p o q u e  n a t u r a l i s t e ,  d 'a b o r d  une sou rce  de 
p l a i s i r  v is u e l  e t  un moyen d 'a f f i r m e r  son tem péram ent, 
p u is , au moment d 'A r e b o u r s , é v a s io n  h ors  du monde, 
d e v ie n t  donc avec Grünew ald, l a  c l é  du s u r n a t u r e l .  (1 0 3 )
But Maingon f a i l s  to  e x p la in  why e m p h a s is in g  p h y s ic a l  h o rro r
should re v e a l  the su p e rn a tu ra l. C e r t a in ly  Huysmans d oes  s t r e s s
the unbearable sensual re a lis m  o f  the p a in t in g ,  the a b je c tn e s s
o f  C h ris t , w ith  an a lm ost s a c r i l e g i o u s  v i o l e n c e .  Y et as Maingon
ob serves , c l a s s i c a l  c r i t i c s  r e j e c t e d  G rünew ald because  they saw
th is  p h y s ica l ignom iny as mere c a r i c a t u r a l  debasem ent; (1 0 4 )
and Buysmans h im se lf sn eers  a t  the p o s t -R e n a is s a n c e  p a in te rs
whose id e a l i s e d  'd éb on n a ires  G o lgoth a *  a ga in  turn away from  th is
e x c e s s iv e n e s s . Though one ca n n ot d o u b t  the s in c e r i t y  o f  Huysmans'
b e l i e f  in  the tr a n s fig u r a t io n  w hich  he s e e s  in  Grünewald (he
r e it e r a t e s  the argument o f  L a -bas a f t e r  h is  c o n v e rs io n  in
T ro is  p r i m i t i f s . 1 90 5 ), the a bru p t t r a n s i t i o n  from  p h y s ica l
to rtu re  to  s p i r i t u a l  s u b lim ity  seems t o  depend more on an a c t
o f  fa it h  on the p a rt o f  the o b s e r v e r  than on any q u a l i t y  a c tu a lly
v i s ib le  in  the p a in t in g . What in  f a c t ,  two decades e a r l i e r ,
might sim ply have been a r i c h l y  n a t u r a l i s t i c  s p e c t a c le ,  a
macabre en ticem en t to  a p rose  poem l i k e  the c e le b r a t io n  o f  the
disem bow elled  o x 's  ca rca ss  in  Le D r a g e o ir  aux é p i c e s , now becomes
a t h e o lo g ic a l  statem en t, an i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f  the I n c a r n a t io n .
KuyBmans' p re fa ce  to  an e d i t i o n  o f  A reb ou rs  p u b lish ed
in  1903 p ro v id e s  a u se fu l c o n c lu s io n  t o  t h is  su rvey  o f  h is
w r it in g  on a r t  and l i t e r a t u r e ,  b e ca u se  in  th is  p r e fa c e ,  fo u r
years b e fo r e  h is  death , he h im s e lf  s u rv e y s  h is  p a s t  works from
the p o s it io n  o f  C a th o lic  b e l i e f  a lr e a d y  announced in  L a -b a s .
The sw in gein g  a n t i - c l e r i c a l i s m  o f  Huysmans' C a th o l ic  works (su ch  
as L 'O b la t ) n a tu r a lly  produced h o s t i l e  r e a c t io n s  from  c e r t a in  
members o f  the Church. In  1898, f o r  in s t a n c e ,  the abbe B e l l e v i l l e  
produced a v itu p e r a t iv e  (though  n o t  u n co n v in c in g )  d e n u n c ia t io n  o f  
Huysmans, argu in g  th a t  a w r ite r  cou ld  n o t  a t  one and the same tim e 
a c ce p t  the a u th o r ity  o f  the Church and l i v e  o f f  the incom e and 
fame o f  h is  p a st  and p re se n t  immoral w o rk s . (1 0 5 ) In  h is  p r e fa c e ,  
Huysmans t r ie s  to  r e b u t  such a c c u s a t io n s . H is d e fe n ce  i s  th a t to  
a p p re c ia te  an author p r o p e r ly , one must examine the w hole o f  h is  
work from  the b e g in n in g , and th a t A re b o u rs  shows the f i r s t  t r a c e s  
o f  g ra ce  in  h is  s o u l:
ce l i v r e  fu t  une amorce de mon oeu vre  c a th o liq u e  qu i s 'y
tro u v e , to u t  e n t i è r e ,  en germ e. ( A r e b o u r s , p .x x i )
The b a s is  o f  th is  d e fe n ce  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  e x t r a - l i t e r a r y . A reb ou rs  
i s  j u s t i f i e d  b io g r a p h ic a l ly ,  in  r e t r o s p e c t ,  ra th e r  than on grounds 
o f  i n t r i n s i c  m e r it . And Buysmans in d eed  seems to  c o n s id e r  th a t 
h is  treatm ent o f  c e r t a in  s u b je c t s  in  A re b o u rs  i s  i n f e r i o r  to  th a t  
in  l a t e r  w orks. In La C a th éd ra le , he rem arks, ' J ' a i  anime 
le s  p ie r r e r ie s  m ortes d 'A R ebou rs. '  ( A r e b o u r s , p .x v )  because the 
l a t e r  n ove l in tro d u ce s  r e l i g i o u s  sym bolism  in t o  the d is c u s s io n :  
in  o th e r  w ords, C a th o lic  b e l i e f s  r a th e r  than l i t e r a r y  t a le n t  are 
what r e a l ly  'a n im a te ' a w ork.
The a e s th e t ic  p o s i t io n  o f  'É m ile  Z o la  e t  L 'A ssom m oir' o r  
L 'A r t  moderne i s  v i r t u a l l y  re v e rse d  in  thiB  p r e fa c e .  Whereas 
b e fo r e  the v a s t  u n e :£ o ite d  p o te n t ia l  o f  l i f e  was a b le  to  p rov id e  
e n d le ss  m a teria l f o r  the m odern ist or  n a t u r a l i s t  a r t i s t ,  who 
su bord in ated  moral in t e n t io n s  to  a r t i s t i c  c r e a t io n ,  now, on the 
c o n tr a r y , th is  untapped sou rce  has shrunk to  n o th in g : n a tu ra lism  
was condemned to  re p e a t  i t s e l f ,  n o v e l i s t s  sim ply rew orked on a 
l e s s e r  Beale th at paragon and paradigm  o f  the u n e x ce p tio n a l
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everyday, L ’ é d u ca t io n  s e n t im e n ta le . Huybmans ,  u n fo r t u n a t e ly ,
makes no a ttem pt to  e x p la in  how e x a c t ly  F la u b e r t 's  n o v e l  i s  a
model o f  n a tu ra lism . He a ls o  com pla in s  th a t  in  any c a s e  n a t u r a l i s t
n ove ls  tend to  b o i l  down to  s tu d ie s  o f  a d u lte r y  ( Madame B ovary.
however, i s  n o t  h e ld  up as a m o d e l) . F i c t i o n a l i s e d  a cco u n ts  o f
everyday l i f e  and sexu a l p e c c a d i l lo s  no lo n g e r  i n t e r e s t  Huysmans,
in  oth er w ords. A rt sh ou ld  se rv e  a d id a c t i c  p u rp o se :
Le volume où i l  n 'y  a pas de docum ents a v é r é s , l e  l i v r e
q u i ne m 'apprend r i e n  ne m 'in t é r e s s e  p lu s .  ( A r e b o u r s , p .x  )
I r o n ic a l ly ,  he seems to  o v e r lo o k  co m p le te ly  the f a c t  th a t
p o te n t ia l ly  one o f  the m ost in t e r e s t in g  a s p e c ts  o f  the n a t u r a l is t
novel i s  to  serve  as a h i s t o r i c a l  o r  s o c i o l o g i c a l  docum ent o f  an
age oth erw ise  co n fin e d  w ith in  h is t o r y  b o o k s . (1 0 6 )  Huysmans no
doubt had l i t t l e  d e s ir e  to  see  c h r o n ic le d  an age w hich  he h a te d .
In Ms ca s e , f i c t i o n  has become sim p ly  a p r e te x t  o r  c o n v e n ie n t
framework f o r  fu r th e r in g  o th e r  i n t e r e s t s .  This was a lr e a d y  h is
in te n t io n  a t  the time o f  A r e b o u r s , he s a y s . Z o la  was taken
aback by the n o v e l , f o r  he f a i l e d  to  r e a l i s e
le  d é s i r  qui m 'ap p réh en da it de s e co u e r  l e s  p r é ju g é s ,  de 
b r is e r  l e s  l im i t e s  du rom an, d 'y  f a i r e  e n t i e r  l ' a r t ,  l a  
s c ie n c e , l 'h i s t o i r e ,  de ne p lu s  se s e r v i r ,  en un m ot, de 
c e t t e  forme que comme d 'u n  ca d re  pour y in s é r e r  de p lu s  
s é r ie u x  travau x . ( A r e b o u r s , p . x x i i i )
Again, Huysmams f a i l s  t o  remark th a t  th is  c o l la p s e  o f  the
f ic t io n a l  i s  a lrea d y  a fe a tu r e  o f  n a tu ra lism  —  the ' s c i e n t i f i c ' ,
o b je c t iv e  in q u ir y , h e a v ily  docum ented, d is p la c in g  e v e n t ,
c h a r a c te r is a t io n , and s o  on . (1 0 7 ) H is own e x p a n s io n is t
programme i s  c a r r ie d  so  fa r  th a t a n o v e l l i k e  La C ath éd ra le
becomes an e n cy c lo p e d ic  c a ta lo g u e , where e x te r n a l s o u rce s
overwhelm p erson al in v e n t io n .
N e v e rth e le ss , i t  would be m is le a d in g  to  co n c lu d e  th a t in
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th is  p re fa ce  Huysmans s im p ly  abandons h is  b e l i e f  in  a r t  as an 
autonomous a c t i v i t y  and makes i t  su b ord in a te  to  r e l i g i o u s  f a i t h .  
I t  i s  s ig n i f i c a n t  th a t be marks o u t the s ta g e s  o f  h is  c o n v e r s io n , 
n ot through p erson a l a c t i o n s ,  but through h is  b o o k s ; h is  e a r ly  
fe e l in g s  in  churches are even  compared to  th ose  p rod u ced  when 
one exp erien ces  a work o f  a r t .  As i s  v e i l  known, r e l i g i o n  was 
a v e h ic le  f o r  l i t e r a t u r e  f o r  Huysmans b e fo r e  l i t e r a t u r e  became 
a v e h ic le  f o r  r e l i g i o n  ( th e  s e a rch  f o r  new m a te r ia l becom ing a 
d is co v e ry  o f  f a i t h ) .  (1 0 8 )  But c o n s t a n t ly ,  one f e e l s ,  h is  
r e l ig io u s  works are n o t  s im p ly  d id a c t i c  but a u t o d id a c t i c  —  
n ot sim ply a way o f  p re a ch in g  b e l i e f  t o  o t h e r s ,  b u t  o f  com ing 
to  terms w ith  i t  o n e s e l f  by making i t  in t o  l i t e r a t u r e .
In an attem pt to  d e f in e  th a t 'a e s t h e t i c '  v iew  o f  the 
w orld  which he sees  Huysmans as a p p roa ch in g , James Laver 
im agines the a e sth e te  as s a y in g :
l e t  us con cern  o u r s e lv e s  o n ly  w ith  the s u r fa c e  p a tte rn  o f
l i f e  and l e t  us c o n c e n tr a te  our a t te n t io n  upon th ose  p a r ts
o f  i t  from which a e s t h e t i c  p le a su re  can be d e r iv e d . (1 0 9 )
Huysmans' p reoccu p a tion  w ith  s u r fa c e s ,  d e c o r , the 's k i n '  o f  
r e a l i t y  (a  sk in  which i s  o f t e n  p u s tu le n t , as B u is in e  has 
remarked) (110 ) i s  o b v io u s , e s p e c ia l l y  in  h is  e a r ly  w ork, 
w ith  h is  c a l l  f o r  a r e c o r d in g  o f  the modern w orld  and h is  
endeavours to  do th is  h im s e l f .  From A reb ou rs  and C erta in s  
onwards, however, the s u r fa c e  o f  the modern w orld  f a i l s  to  
s a t i s fy  him: the d is p a s s io n a te  o b s e r v e r , the a e s t h e t i c  
a r is t o c r a t  who always se e s  o th e rs  as o b je c t s  r a th e r  than 
w ith  C h ristia n  com passion , may con tin u e  to  walk through  h is  
work down to  the pages o f  Les F ou les  de L ou rdes, n o t in g  down 
the most a p p a llin g  p h y s ic a l  d e fo r m it ie s  in  l o v in g  d e t a i l ,  
but n ev e rth e le ss  there i s  an ob v iou s  change in  the judgem ents
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which Huysmans makes about a r t  o r  a r t i s t i c  m a te r ia l .  As Duploye 
rem arks, f o r  des E s s e in te s  va lu e  l i e s  n o t  in  d e co r  bu t d e c o r a t io n , 
that i s  the a e s t h e t i c  form  g iv e n  t o  o b je c t s  w hich in  th em selves 
are 'em pty ' by the d e c o r a t o r ,  the con cea lm en t through ornam entation  
o f  the 'v i d e '  o f  a l l  o b je c t s  in  a w o r ld  w ith o u t  a b s o lu te  v a lu e s  
where 't o u t  s 'e g a l i s e . '  ( i l l )  Huysmans, how ever, f i n a l l y  su p p le ­
ments the a e s t h e t ic  q u est w ith  the m y s t ic a l  q u e s t , w hich d oes n o t  
( i t  c la im s) a t t r ib u t e  v a lu e s  to  o b je c t s  b u t  m erely  draws o u t t h e ir  
inh eren t va lu es  as r e f l e c t i o n s  o f  the a b s o lu t e ,  the d iv i n e .  This 
pattern  o f  developm ent may b eg in  to  seem rem ote from  n a tu ra lis m , 
but Huysmans' pronouncem ents on n a tu r a lis m , as we have s e e n , do 
in  f a c t  encompass m ost o f  h is  l i t e r a r y  c a r e e r ,  from  1877 to  1903? 
and thus run p a r a l le l  to  t h is  d ev e lop m en t. Y et f a r  from  b e in g  a 
system atic propon ent o f  n a tu ra lis m , from  the b e g in n in g  Huysmans 
t r ie s  to  separate  the a sp e cts  o f  i t  w h ich  appeal most to  him from  
the re s ts  n ota b ly  the p u re ly  'a e s t h e t i c '  com ponents from  the 
m a te r ia l is t ,  p h i lo s o p h ic a l  o r  i d e o l o g i c a l  p e r s p e c t iv e  w hich 
they seem to  im p ly . Alm ost im m ed ia te ly , th en , h is  approach  to  
the s u b je c t  i s  condemned to  be fra gm en ta ry  and verge  on c o n tr a ­
d ic t io n .  Can one r e j e c t  the ' s p i r i t '  and r e t a in  the m ethods, 
or ra th er  r e ta in  th e  methods and prom ote a new s p i r i t ,  as he 
d e c la re s  in  L a -bas?  B efore  s e t t in g  o u t  t o  answer th is  q u e s t io n , 
i t  seems a d v isa b le  t o  con c lu d e  th is  ch a p te r  by b u i ld in g  a  more 
com prehensive d e f i n i t i o n  o f  n a tu ra lism  on to  the fragm ents 
provided by Huysmans.
K. K ark iew icz  p ro v id e s  a g lo b a l  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  n a tu ra lism  
which serves as a u s e fu l  s t a r t in g  p o in t :
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Le p lu s  sou v en t, l e  n a tu ra lism e  f r a n ç a is  e s t  d e f i n i  par 
le s  t r a i t s  s u iv a n ts : tendance à s u iv r e  l e s  p r é c e p te s  des 
s c ie n c e s  ex p érim en ta les  com p rises  à l a  m aniéré p o s i t i v i s t e ;  
monisme m a t é r ia l is t e ;  c o n s t r u c t io n  doublem ent d é te r m in is te  —  
b io lo g iq u e  e t  s o c ia l e  —  du d e s t in  de l ' i n d i v i d u ;  g oû t pour 
le s  d e s c r ip t io n s  d é t a i l l é e s  e t  b ien  docu m en tées; p ré fé r e n c e  
pour l e s  thèmes 'b a s ' ,  ' t r i v i a u x ' ,  p a th o lo g iq u e s  e t  c o n s i ­
d érés  ju s q u 'a lo r s  comme sca n d a le u x . Comme a u tre s  t r a i t s  du 
n atu ra lism e on c i t e  l ' o b j e c t i v i t é  d é s in t é r e s s é e  ou —  au 
c o n t r a i r e —  une c r i t iq u e  s o c ia l e  e t  une tendance r é f o r ­
m a tr ice , a u x q u e lle s  co rre sp o n d  re s p e c t iv e m e n t  une o r ie n ­
ta t io n  p e ss im is te  ou o p t im is t e .  (1 1 2 )
In h is  e x c e l l e n t  'D is c u s s io n  su r l e  n a tu ra lism e  f r a n ç a i s , '
H.A. H a tz fe ld  s t r e s s e s  the p r im it iv e  a s p e c ts  o f  n a tu r a lis m ,
i t s  o b se s s iv e  e x p lo r a t io n  o f  the ta boos  su rrou n d in g  b i r t h ,
se x u a lity  and d ea th . These a rea s  tend to  be seen  in  p a t h o lo g ic a l
ra th er than m oral terms in  n a t u r a l i s t  w ork s . Behind the s c i e n t i f i c
or m edical lan gu a ge , how ever, l i e s  a f a s c in a t io n  w ith  s ic k n e s s ,
a tendency to  p re se n t the w hole w orld  in  term s o f  m etaphors o f
d isea se  and d e g e n e ra t io n . (1 1 3 )  H a tz fe ld  a ls o  em ph asises the
l in g u i s t i c  and s t y l i s t i c  in n o v a t io n s  o f  n a tu r a lis m , (1 1 4 )  as
M arkiewicz o b se rv e s :
H a tz fe ld  com pren ait l e  n atu ra lism e comme un s t y l e  d 'u n e  
époque l i t t é r a i r e ,  en y in c o rp o ra n t  a  l a  f o i s  d es  co u ra n ts  
l i t t é r a i r e s  con com itan ts  —  p a r t ie l le m e n t  l e  sym bolism e, 
mais avant to u t  l 'im p re s s io n n is m e  l i t t é r a i r e ,  a v e c  sa  
v is io n  s u b je c t iv e  du monde, sa  s e n s i b i l i t é  pour l e s  nuances 
de c o u le u r s , sa  m aniéré s y n e s th é s is t e  de c r é e r  d es  im ages, 
son s t y le  nom inal e t  son  s t y le  in d i r e c t  l i b r e .  ( 1 1 5 )
The main com ponents o f  n a tu ra lism  m ight c o n v e n ie n t ly  be
summed up by a t r ip a r t i t e  d iv i s i o n  —  as d ocu m en ta tion , determ in ism
and d e s c r ip t io n .  The f i r s t  im p lie s  a m ethod, the secon d  an
a tt itu d e  o r  p h ilo so p h y , the th ir d  a la n g u a g e . W hile Huysmans,
as we have seen , i s  most a t t r a c t e d  to  the th ir d  e lem en t, Z o la ,
on the o th e r  hand, tends to  s t r e s s  the f i r s t  two a s p e c t s  in  h is
own c r i t i c a l  w r it in g s .  In  'L e t t r e  à l a  j e u n e s s e ',  f o r  in s t a n c e ,
he i s  anxious to  s t r e s s  th a t  n a tu ra lism  i s  a 'fo r m u la ' and n o t
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«  'r h e t o r i c '  —  ' l e  mouvement i n t e l l e c t u e l  du s i è c l e '  and n o t  a  
'rh é to r iq u e  de l 'o r d u r e . '  (1 1 6 ) Z o la  c o n s id e rs  th a t r o m a n t ic is m 's  
on ly  v ir tu e  was in  r h e t o r i c ,  in  l i n g u i s t i c  in n o v a tio n  —  w hereas 
r e a l  p rocess  l i e s  in  id e a s : ' l e  n a tu ra lism e  n 'e s t  pas dans l e s  
mots ( . . . )  sa f o r c e  e s t  d 'e t r e  une form u le  s c i e n t i f i q u e . '  (1 1 7 )
S ty le  f o r  Z o la  i s  sim ply- a q u e s t io n  o f  in d iv id u a l p e r s o n a l i t y .
As 'Le Roman e x p é r im e n ta l' p r o c la im s , the method o f  n a tu ra lism  
i s  that o f  experim en ta l m edicine ( i t  i s  the s im p l is t i c  l i t e r a l ­
mindedness o f  t h is  ana logy  th a t perhaps most d eva lu es  th is  e s s a y ) ,  
the in te n t io n  to  m aster i n t e l l e c t u a l  and moral phenomena in  th e  
same way as the s c i e n t i s t  m asters th e  p h y s ica l w o r ld . (1 1 8 )
I t  has a lrea d y  been argued th a t  the language o f  re a lis m  
im p lies  —  and was seen by h o s t i l e  c r i t i c s  to  im ply —  a method 
or  id e o lo g y . I f  't o u t e  tech n iqu e  r e n v o ie  à une m é ta p h y s iq u e ,' (1 1 9 )  
one can say th a t , c o n v e r s e ly , a p h ilo so p h y  must im ply a r h e t o r i c .
'Le Roman ex p ér im en ta l' i t s e l f  i s  an e x e r c is e  in  r h e t o r i c ,  as 
W ellek has ob serv ed . For Z o la ,
Quoting o r  paraph rasin g  B ernard was a r h e t o r ic a l  d e v ic e  —  
p o ss ib ly  an u n fortu n a te  d e v ic e  —  to  c lo a k  h is  t h e o r ie s  
w ith the p r e s t ig e  o f  contem porary s c ie n c e .  (1 2 0 )
In fa c t  Z ola  h im se lf  adm its in  the a r t i c l e  'L 'E x p r e s s io n
p e rs o n n e lle ' in  Le Roman exp érim en ta l th a t in  any age th ere i s  a
common s t y le ,  o r  ra th e r  a p o o l o f  l i t e r a r y  re s o u rce s  and th em es.
Second-rate w r ite r s  in  p a r t ic u la r  'p ren n en t l e  s t y le  qui e s t  dans
l ' a i r .  I l s  a ttra p e n t l e s  phrases q u i v o le n t  autour d 'e u x ; '
they draw from 'un immense m agasin em pli des phrases con n u es,
des lo cu t io n s  co u ra n te s , une s o r t e  de moyenne du s t y le  u s u e l . '  (1 2 1 )
To ta lk  o f  a r h e t o r ic  o r  p o e t ic s  o f  n atu ra lism  thus seems
p e r fe c t ly  v a l id .  B lock argues th a t
I f  n aturalism  re p re se n ts  n o t  o n ly  an a t t i t u d e  but a ls o  
a l i t e r a r y  t r a d it io n  and s t y l e ,  i t  sh ou ld  be p o s s ib le  to  
d is c o v e r  common d e v ic e s  and te ch n iq u e s  in  p a r t ic u la r  
n a t u r a l i s t i c  n o v e ls ,  as w e l l  as common u n d e r ly in g  
assum ptions and p ro c e s s e s  o f  c o m p o s it io n . (1 2 2 )
The ways in  which Buysmans comes t o  term s in  p r a c t i c e  w ith  such
d e v ic e s  and assum ptions w i l l  form  the s u b je c t  o f  the f o l lo w in g
c h a p te r .
The d iv is io n  o f  n a tu ra lism  i n t o  th ree  in t e r l in k e d  e le m e n ts , 
l a b e l l e d  as doam entation , d eterm in ism  and d e s c r ip t io n ,  w hich 
n e it h e r  Buysmans n or Z o la  c o n v in c in g ly  s e p a r a te s , au ld  be 
s ta te d  in  le s s  s im p le , b u t more s a t i s f a c t o r y ,  term s. In  one 
r e s p e c t ,  naturalism  i s  a p u b l ic  m ovem ent, w hich demands th a t 
i t s  p r a c t i t io n e r s  take up a p a r t i c u la r  s ta n ce  tow ards the 
l i t e r a r y  estab lish m en t and, in  one way o r  a n o th e r , towards 
the s o c i a l  proams, in s o fa r  as w r i t in g  i s  a s o c i a l  a c t .
The r e s p e c t iv e  p o s i t io n s  o f  Buysmans, F la u b e r t , Z o la  and the 
G on courts have a lread y  been sk e tch e d  o u t ,  w ith  t h e ir  en su in g  
d i f fe r e n c e s  and c o n t r a d ic t io n s .  S e c o n d ly , n a tu ra lism  i s ,  so  
to  spea k , a p h ilo so p h y , o r  r a th e r  a means o f  e x p re s s in g  a 
vision o f  the w orld  through the medium o f  l i t e r a t u r e .  And 
t h i r d ly ,  naturalism  im p lie s  a s t y l e ,  o r  r a th e r  a mode o f  
w r i t in g ,  which might be c a l le d  r e a l is m , im p ress ion ism , 
t r a n s c r ip t io n  and so  on . The p u b l i c  a s p e c t  o f  n a tu ra lism  
most o b v io u s ly  l in k s  i t  w ith  o t h e r  form s o f  knowledge 
( s c i e n c e ,  p o s it iv is m ) and the con tem porary  w orld  o u ts id e  
l i t e r a t u r e  in  which n a t u r a l is t  w r i t e r s  l i v e  —  an a sp e c t  
e x e m p lif ie d  by Z o la 's  c r i t i c a l  propaganda and shunned by 
Buysmans. But th is  a sp e c t  i s  in s e p a r a b le  from  the o th e r s ; 
o r  ra th e r  each a sp e ct  tends to  fu r t h e r  the o th e rs  as w e ll 
as i t s e l f .  For exam ple, in t r o d u c in g  the language o f  the
urban p r o le t a r ia t  in t o  L 'Assom m oir may be p r im a r ily  a d e v ic e  which 
expands the s t y l i s t i c  re s o u rce s  o f  the n o v e l ,  but i t  a ls o  in v o lv e s  
a m oral d e c is io n  (a  new v iew  o f  man in  the w o r ld , a t  l e a s t  as fa r  
as l i t e r a t u r e  i s  c o n c e rn e d ), and a t  the same time has a s c i e n t i f i c ,  
a n th r o p o lo g ica l  fu n c t io n , as the a ttem p t to  r e c o r d  a  r e l a t i v e l y  
uncharted area  o f  sp eech .
S im ila r ly , the fondn ess o f  n a t u r a l i s t  a u th ors  f o r  e x p lo r in g  
taboo  areas o f  e x p e r ie n ce  r e v e a ls  n o t  s im p ly  a d e s i r e  to  cause a 
l i t e r a r y  scan da l (Huysmans' M arthe. f o r  one c r i t i c ,  i s  a 
'p r o d u c t io n  obscène ' ) ,  (1 2 3 ) but a l s o  a v iew  o f  man w hich  i s  a 
cu r io u s  com bination  o f  the p r im it iv e  and the t e c h n ic a l ly  
s o p h is t ic a t e d  (th e  b a s ic  f a c t s  o f  l i f e  are p re se n te d  through 
the ja rg on  o f  n in e te e n th -ce n tu ry  m e d ic in e ) .  (1 2 4 ) C erta in  
n a t u r a l is t  s u b je c t s ,  a d m itte d ly , seem to  s u g g e s t  c a lc u la t e d  
p ro v o ca t io n  ra th e r  than m eta p h y sica l r e f l e c t i o n  on humankind: 
B on n eta in 's  study o f  ch r o n ic  m a stu rb a tio n , E e n n iq u e 's  a ccou n t 
o f  a law yer in fe c t e d  by a tapeworm, Huysmans' p ro se  poems on 
the v a r io u s  aromas o f  fem ale a rm p its  and m yriad shapes o f  fem ale 
b re a s ts  in  C roquis p a r is ie n s . H ow ever, n o t  o n ly  the s u b je c t s ,  
but a ls o  the mode o f  e x p re s s io n  and form  o f  n a t u r a l i s t  works 
are con s id e re d  re v o lu t io n a r y  and a b h orren t by h o s t i l e  c r i t i c s .  
M acrobe 's  d en u n cia tory  brochure La F lo re  p orn ograp h iqu e  (18 83 ) 
i s  a c t u a lly  a 'G lo s s a ir e  de l ' é c o l e  n a t u r a l i s t e ,  e x t r a i t  des 
oeu vres de M. Émile Z o la  e t  de s e s  d i s c i p l e s '  w hich l i s t s  the 
su pposed ly  fa v o u r ite  terms o f  the s c h o o l ,  w ith  a 't r a n s l a t i o n ' 
in t o  French , from ' A llum é: e x c i t é  par l a  p a ss io n  c h a r n e l le '
(Nana) to  ' V o la i l l e  : Femme b ê t e ' ( Les Soeurs V a ta rd ) .  C éa rd 's  
nov« l  Une b e l le  jou rn ée  (18 81 ) has gone down in  l i t e r a r y  h is t o r y
as a s o r t  o f  d e f ia n t ,  but f u t i l e  a ttem pt to  ca p tu re  the. sh a p e lessn ess
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o f  l i f e ,  which a l le g e d ly  makes i t  a  ' l i v r e  de 346 p a g e s , où i l  ne
■e passe r i e n . '  (1 2 3 )  A modern c r i t i c ,  r e v a lu a t in g  th is  n o v e l ,
in  f a c t  dem onstrates th a t i t  has a h ig h ly  f o r m a lis e d  s t r u c tu r e
which even r e c a l l s  th a t  o f  a c l a s s i c a l  t r a g e d y . (1 2 6 )
What, then , a re  the main fe a tu r e s  o f  the n a t u r a l i s t  v i s io n
and form o f  e x p re s s io n  w hich seemed so  r a d i c a l ?  The n a t u r a l is t
view  o f  man, a t  l e a s t  in  i t s  m ost c a r i c a t u r a l  fo r m , i s  a p p a ren tly
en capsu lated  in  the t i t l e  o f  Z o la 's  n o v e l La B6te humaine. The
ch a ra cters  in  Thérèse Raouin are 'd e s  b ru te s  h u m a in e s ,' says
Z o la ; and 'chaque c h a p it r e  e s t  l 'é tu d e  d 'u n  ca s  c u r ie u x  de
p h y s io lo g ie . ' (1 2 7 ) A c r i t i c  l i k e  B r u n e t iè re , w ith  an e s s e n t ia l l y
C h ristia n  o r  i d e a l i s t i c  c o n c e p t io n  o f  man, i s  n o t  even prepared
to  co n s id e r  the v a l i d i t y  o f  such an a p p roa ch . In  an a r t i c l e
denouncing J u les  V a l lè s ,  B ru n etiè re  w r it e s :
Dne nature 'im m o ra le ' e s t  c e l l e  q u i ne s e n t  pas l a  n é c e s s i t é ,  
pour l 'ê t r e  f a i b l e  ou v i c i e u x  que nous sommes, d ’ ê t r e  to u jo u rs  
e t  constamment en garde c o n tr e  l e s  s u g g e s t io n s  q u i l u i  
v ien n en t de ce  que l 'o n  p o u r r a it  a p p e le r  so n  fon d s  d 'a n i ­
m a lité . (1 2 8 )
This con ce p t io n  o f  man ( 'ê t r e  f a i b l e  ou v i c i e u x ' )  i s  p ro b a b ly  a t
bottom more p e s s im is t ic  than Z o l a 's :  but f o r  B r u n e t iè r e , the
purpose o f  a r t  i s  p r e c i s e ly  to  f i t  in t o  a  g e n e ra l i d e a l i s i n g
moral framework w hich  re p r e ss e s  and su p p la n ts  t h i s  'fo n d s
d 'a n im a l i t é . ' Hence h is  a tta ck  on Z o l a 's 'm a t e r i a l i s t  a r t ' :
c 'e s t  un a r t  q u i s a c r i f i e  l a  form e à l a  m a t iè r e , l e  d e ss in  
a la  a u le u r , l e  sen tim en t à l a  s e n s a t io n , l ' i d é a l  au r é e l ;  
qui ne r e c u le  n i devant l a  t r i v i a l i t é ,  l a  b r u t a l i t é  même; 
qui p a r le  e n f in  son langage à l a  f o u l e ,  j e  veux d ir e  qui 
trouve p lu s f a c i l e  de donner l ' a r t  en p r o ie  aux in s t in c t s  
le s  p lu s g r o s s ie r s  des masses que d 'é l e v e r  le u r  i n t e l l i ­
gence ju s q u 'à  l a  hauteur de l ' a r t .  (1 2 9 )
A contem porary E n g lish  c r i t i c  s im i la r ly  abuses Z o la  and h is
fo llo w e r s  f o r  d en y in g  'th e  p e r s o n a l it y ,  l i b e r t y ,  and s p i r i t u a l i t y
o f  m an.' ( 1 3 0 )
Though nowadays such  e x p re s s io n s  o f  m oral ou tra ge  m erely  
sound q u a in tly  o u td a te d , i t  i s  true th a t p sy ch o lo g y  o r  c h a r a c t e r ­
is a t io n  in  the c l a s s i c  sense seem to  have l i t t l e  p la ce  in  n a tu r a lis m . 
Bourneuf and O u e lle t  s u g g e s t  th a t i t  i s  perhaps more a p p ro p r ia te  
to  d is t in g u is h  two s o r t s  o f  p sy ch o lo g y  in  the n o v e l :  the p s y c h ic ,  
d erived  u lt im a te ly  from  C a rtes ia n  in t r o s p e c t io n ,  where c h a r a c te r  
appears as a r e f l e c t i n g  s u b je c t ;  and the o r g a n ic ,  d e r iv e d  from  
e ig h teen th -cen tu ry  m a te r ia lis m , where ch a ra c te r  tends to  appeso? 
as an o b je c t .  ( 1 3 1 ) E v id e n t ly ,  n a tu ra lism  f a l l s  in t o  the secon d  
ca te g o ry , d e r iv e d  p r i n c ip a l l y  in  f i c t i o n  from  B a lz a c , as P ie r r e  
Cogny o b se rv e s :
Avec l u i ,  l a  p s y c h o lo g ie  tend à s 'e x t é r i o r i s e r  e t  à se 
f i x e r  dans des d i s t r i c t s  proprem ent p h y s io lo g iq u e s . A lo r s  
que R acin e , ou La Bruyère p a rven a ien t a dém ontern ie  co e u r  
o u ^ l 'e s p r i t  ou l e s  s e n s , r e s s o r t  par r e s s o r t ,  p ie c e  par 
p iè c e ,  sans que r ie n  nous perm ette de nous l e s  r e p r é s e n te r  
'p h y s iq u em en t', B a lzac s 'a t t a c h e  au d é t a i l  q u i , pour to u t  
a u tre , s e r a i t  i n s i g n i f i a n t .  ( 1 3 2 )
I t  i s  thus p o in t le s s  to  com plain  th a t a n a t u r a l i s t  work f a i l s  to
ach ieve the p s y c h o lo g ic a l  s u b t le t y  o f  a roman d 'a n a ly s e  l ik e
A dolphe. The i n t r i c a t e  p ro b in g  o f  the i n t e l l e c t  and em otion s
o f  a f in e  mind i s  r e p la c e d  by an a ttem pt to  s i t u a t e  man in  the
w orld as a s o c ia l  o r  b i o l o g i c a l  b e in g . (1 3 3 ) Adolphe e x i s t s  in
a s o r t  o f  p h y s ica l vacuum; the a n a ly s is  o f  in d iv id u a ls  and
s o c ie ty  in  th is  n o v e l i s  c a r r ie d  o u t  a lm ost e n t i r e ly  from  a
moral or  m o ra lis in g  p e r s p e c t iv e ;  ch a ra c te r s  and p la ce s  o fte n
have so l i t t l e  p h y s ic a l  su bstan ce  th a t they can be d e s c r ib e d
m erely by i n i t i a l s .
In stead  o f  b e in g  d e fe n s iv e  about the f a i l i n g s  o f  n a t u r a l i s t  
p sy ch o log y , one sh pu ld  perhaps em phasise i t s  in n o v a tio n s  and 
m odern ity . As C o lin  Sm ethurst very  a s tu te ly  rem arks in  h is  
study o f  G erm inal. t o  say th a t Z o la  ÌB no p s y c h o lo g is t  means
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in  f a c t  th at he no lo n g e r  obeys the co n v e n t io n s  o f  the p sych o­
l o g ic a l  n o v e l:
I f  a g rea t d ea l o f  E t ie n n e 's  co n d u ct  i s  a s c r ib e d  to  b a s ic  
a p p e tite s  and i n s t i n c t s ,  su ch  as a g g r e ss iv e n e ss  o r  s e x u a l it y  
or  both in  co m b in a tio n , i t  i s  o n ly  c r i t i c s  who e x i s t  in  a 
pre-Freudian  w orld  who can e x c lu d e  such phenomena from  the 
proper study o f  p s y c h o lo g y . (1 3 4 )
Freud h im se lf i n s i s t s  on 't h e  a n im a l-n a tu re  o f  the u n co n s c io u s '
and on the determ inism  behind  m ental l i f e ,  th a t 'n o th in g  in  the
mind i s  a rb itr a r y  o r  u n d e te rm in e d .' (1 3 5 )  N atu ra lism , as i t
w ere, begins to  la y  bare the w o r ld  o f  the I d .  What i s  c l e a r  i s
that n a t u r a lis t  man moves in  a w or ld  f a t a l l y  p re o c cu p ie d  by
death , degen eration  and s e x u a l i t y ,  as even  the t i t l e s  o f  c e r ta in
n a tu r a lis t  works s u g g e s t : Le C a lv a ir e  (M irb e a u ); Le C a lv a ire
d 'H e lo Ise  Pa.iadou (S e s c a v e s ) ;  La Fin de L u cie  P e l le g r in  ( A l e x i s ) ;
Les F u n era ille s  de F rancine C lo a re c  (H en n iq u e); La S aignee (C e a rd );
La Faute de l 'a b b e  K ouret ( Z o l a ) ;  C h a ir  m o lle  (Adam ); La Chute
de K iss Tonsv (R o d ). The b i b l i c a l  o v e r to n e s  o f  some o f  these
t i t l e s  a ls o  in d ic a te  how n a tu ra lism  ten ds to  r e in t e r p r e t  C h r is t ia n
n otion s  o f  s in  and s u f f e r in g  in  term s o f  a b i o l o g i c a l  f a t a l i t y .  (1 3 6 )
Naturalism  r e s t o r e s  man to  the w orld  o f  in s t i n c t s  and
elem ents, to  h is  p la ce  in  n a t u r e . (1 3 7 )  S o c ia l  a n a ly s is  may be
supplanted by a w id er p e r s p e c t iv e ,  w hich  i s  atem poral and m yth ic .
D angelzer, co n tr a s t in g  Les Paysans w ith  La T e r r e . comments:
chez B alzac l a  lu t t e  pour l a  t e r r e  e s t  s o c i a l e ,  co n tre  
une c la s s e ,  ta n d is  que ch e z  Z o la ,  e l l e  e s t  to u t  a f a i t  
p r im it iv e , c o n tr e  l e s  e le m e n ts . (1 3 8 )
W>ile Germ inal. however b r i l l i a n t  i t s  p ic t u r e  o f  the m in ers ,
in  purely  s o c io -e c o n o m ic  terms o f f e r s  no s o lu t io n  to  t h e ir  p l ig h t
(though by 'd e i f y in g '  c a p i t a l ,  Z o la  i s  in  a sen se  r e fu s in g  to
submit it|to econom ic a n a ly s i s ) ,  the m in e rs ' s u f f e r in g  i s  f i n a l l y
seen as o f fe r in g  the p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  redem ption  and re g e n e ra t io n
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in  language w hich com bines b io lo g y  w ith  r e l i g i o u s  m yth. (1 3 9 )
Both Z o la  and Huysmans in  f a c t  turn tow ards u to p ia n  m y th o lo g is in g  
a t the end o f  t h e ir  c a r e e r s ,  even i f  t h e ir  r e s p e c t iv e  s o lu t io n s  
are v a s t ly  d i f f e r e n t .  I t  i s  th is  movement from  the im m ediately  
p h y s ica l to  the m yth ic , w ith  s o c i a l  o r  p o l i t i c a l  s o lu t io n s  
a p p aren tly  abandoned, which cau ses a  M a rx is t  c r i t i c  l i k e  Lukács 
to  c r i t i c i s e  n a tu ra lism  and f i c t i o n  in  the se co n d  h a l f  o f  the 
n in e teen th  cen tu ry  g e n e r a l ly :
In  a l l  a r t  o f  th is  p e r io d  d e p ic t in g  the p r e s e n t , i n a b i l i t y  
to  understand the g r e a t  problem s o f  the age i s  accom panied 
by b r u t a l i t y  in  the p r e s e n ta t io n  o f  p h y s ic a l  p r o c e s s ,  v e i le d  
by b i o l o g i c a l  m ysticism  (Z o la  as a g a in s t  B a lzac and 
S te n d h a l) .(1 4 0 )
Terry E ag leton  summarises L u k á cs '6  c r i t iq u e  o f  n a tu ra lism  as 
f o l lo w s :
M e ticu lo u s ly  observed  d e t a i l  r e p la c e s  the p o r tr a y a l  o f  
' t y p i c a l '  f e a t u r e s ; the d i a l e c t i c a l  r e la t i o n s  betw een 
men and th e ir  w orld  g iv e  way to  an en viron m en t o f  dead , 
contingent o b je c t s  d is co n n e c te d  from  c h a r a c t e r s ;  the 
tr u ly  'r e p r e s e n t a t iv e ' c h a ra c te r  y i e ld s  t o  a ' c u l t  o f  
the a v e r a g e ';  p sy ch o log y  o r  p h y s io lo g y  o u s t  h is t o r y  as 
the true determ inant o f  in d iv id u a l  a c t i o n .  I t  i s  an 
a lie n a te d  v i s io n  o f  r e a l i t y ,  tra n s fo rm in g  the w r it e r  
from  an a c t iv e  p a r t ic ip a n t  in  h is t o r y  t o  a  c l i n i c a l  
o b s e r v e r . (1 4 1 )
I r o n i c a l ly  some o f  L u k a cs 's  com p la in ts  a g a in s t  n a tu ra lism  
(w hatever th e ir  a ccu ra cy ) sound c u r io u s ly  l i k e  th ose  o f  the 
a u th o r ita r ia n  C a th o lic  B ru n e t ie re , perhaps b eca u se  in  b oth  
ca se s  the b a s is  o f  the o b je c t i o n  i s  i d e o l o g i c a l  and 
e s s e n t ia l ly  e x t r a - l i t e r a r y .  (1 4 2 )
In a r e c e n t  a r t i c l e  on 'L u k á cs , Z o la  and the A e s t h e t ic s  
o f  R e a lis m ,' B. N elson  n o te s  th a t B rech t p o in te d  ou t th a t
L u k a cs 's  p o s i t io n  towards 'r e a l i s m ' was in  f a c t  based on a
,co ns o r t  o f^  s e r v a t iv e  n o s t a lg ia  f o r  a l o s t  harmony between the 
in d iv id u a l and the w o r ld . (1 4 3 ) I t  i s  q u ite  u n ju s t .  N elson
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argu es, to  say th a t Z o la  ig n o re s  h is t o r y  o r  p o l i t i c s ;  a n o v e l 
l ik e  La Curée c o n s t i t u t e s  'a  f o r c e fu l  p o l i t i c a l  s ta t e m e n t . ' (1 4 4 )  
N everth e less , N elson  adm its th a t th is  n o v e l 'd o e s  n o t  re v e a l  a 
v is io n  o f  h is t o r y  as a p r o c e s s ' (1 4 5 ) h u t , on the c o n t r a r y , 
tra n s la te s  'a  v i s io n  o f  a l i e n a t io n ,  dehum anization  and w asted 
en erg ies  in  a s o c i e t y  dom inated by m on ey.' (1 4 6 ) P o l i t i c a l  and 
personal d egen era tion  i s  a theme which ru n s th rou ghou t Les R ougon- 
M acouart. even i f  the p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  re g e n e ra t io n  i s  g lim psed  
a f t e r  La D eb& cle. Prom L 'É d u ca tion  se n tim en ta le  onw ards, 
as another com m entator, R . T erd im an ,argu es, h is t o r y  i s  no 
lon g er  'th e  f o r c e  th a t  g e n e ra te s  and r e v e a ls  tru th  in  the 
w o r ld , ' e x p erien ce  Is no lo n g e r  c h r o n o lo g ic a l ly  d eterm in ed . (1 4 7 ) 
C onsequently , one can see  th a t  n a tu ra lism  through i t s  v e ry  
p h y s io lo g ic a l  and s o c i o l o g i c a l  in v e s t ig a t io n s  i s  l e d  to  r e j e c t  
the p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  p s i t i v e  in d iv id u a l  o r  c o l l e c t i v e  a c t i o n ,  
and i s  thus co n fro n te d  w ith  a b le a k , b i o l o g i c a l  pessim ism .
Nature (ra th e r  than the s o u l o r  p o l i t i c a l  in t e r a c t i o n )  may 
be the f in a l  a r b i t e r  o f  e x i s t e n c e ,  but n atu re  i s  inhuman and 
caught up in  a p ro ce ss  o f  c o r r u p t io n .
N a tu ra lis t  a u th ors  found  a c e r ta in  in t e l l e c t u a l  su p p ort 
f o r  th e ir  pessim ism  in  the id e a s  o f  Schopenhauer. In  a r e c e n t  
book (on which the comments in  th is  paragraph are l a r g e ly  
b a s e d ) ,(140) R en e -P ierre  C o lin  con c lu d es  th a t a lth ou gh  au th ors  
l ik e  Z o la , M aupassant, Ceard o r  Huysmans knew p a rts  o f  
Schopenhauer's work to  a g r e a te r  or  l e s s e r  d e g re e , i t  i s  
e a s ie r  to  ta lk  o f  a f f i n i t i e s  between p h ilo so p h e r  and n o v e l i s t s  
than o f  d i r e c t  in f lu e n c e  and genuine u n derstan d in g  o f  h is  
p h ilosop h y . Huysmans m entions Schopenhauer in  A reb ou rs  and 
A v a u -1 'e a u . f o r  in s ta n c e , but in  A v a u -1 'e a u  m erely so  as to
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prov ide  a con ven ien t aphorism  f o r  P o la n t in 's  pessim ism  ( ' l a  v ie  
de l'homme o s c i l l e  comme un p en d u le  e n tre  l a  d ou leu r e t  l 'e n n u i , '  
A vau-1 'ea u  p .85 ) .  For S ch op en h au er, the in d iv id u a l  w i l l  i s  p a r t  
o f  a cosm ic w i l l - t o - l i v e ; hut t h i s  fra gm en ta tion  i s  a sou rce  o f  
e v i l .  In d iv id u a tio n  ca u ses  s u f f e r i n g ;  C eard , q u o t in g  th is  v ie w , 
w r ites  to  Z o la :
L 'humanité e s t  une grande m a la d ie  d on t chaque in d iv id u  
e s t  une m a n ife s ta t io n  p a t h o lo g iq u e . (1 4 9 )
( in  a r e c e n t  a r t i c l e ,  P . C i t t i  a rg u e s  th a t the in d iv id u a l ,  by
v ir tu e  o f  being in d iv id u a l is e d ,  i s  pu t in  a  p o s i t i o n  o f  c o n f l i c t
in  the n a t u r a l is t  n o v e l .  ( 1 5 O) One th in k s , p erh ap s , o f  É tien n e
Lant i e r ,  whose p o l i t i c a l  e d u c a t io n  makes him  b o th  a  d i s s a t i s f i e d
re v o lu t io n a ry  and a s o c i a l  o u t c a s t . )  B is to r y  i s  an i l l u s i o n :
L 'e n n u i, dès l o r s ,  n 'e s t  p lu s  une sim p le  l a s s i t u d e ,  un 
pessim ism e d i f f u s :  l e  temps q u 'o n  c r o y a i t  v iv a n t ,  mouvant, 
se  r e p è te , se f i g e .  I l  n ' e s t  p lu s  q u e s t io n , à l a  lu m ière  
du deven ir h é g é lie n  d 'a g i r  dans une te m p o ra lité  rég én é ­
r a t r i c e .  La roue d 'I x i o n ,  l e  r o c h e r  de S isy p h e , im ages 
ch ères  à Schopenhauer, n 'e n  f i n i s s e n t  pas de to u rn e r  en 
v a in . ( 15 1  )
Schopenhauer o f f e r s  v a r io u s  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  o f  red em p tion , w hich 
n a t u r a l is t  authors may f a i l  to  a p p r e c ia te  o r  s im p ly  f in d  
u n a ccep ta b le : n o ta b ly , r e n u n c ia t io n  o f  the w i l l  and esca p e  
from eg o tism , or  con tem p la tion  o f  the I d e a . (1 5 2 ) c é a r d ,
C olin  n o te s , preaches r e s ig n a t io n ,  but t h is  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  
subm ission  to  the w i l l  to  l i v e ;  (1 5 3 )  w h ile  f o r  Z o la  a b n ega tion  
o f  the w i l l  to  l i v e  i s  s im p ly  a  s ig n  o f  im p oten ce . (1 5 4 )
These view s are c l e a r l y  e ch o e d  in  the work o f  Buysmans.
The unhappy in d iv id u a l l i k e  K. F o la n t in  in  A vau-1  'ea u  i s  
both is o la t e d  from the w orld  and menaced by the w o r ld ; he i s  
caught up in  a fo r e v e r  re p e a te d  c y c l e  o f  f r u s t r a t i o n ,  as he 
f a i l s  e i t h e r  to  withdraw from  l i f e  o r  be in te g r a te d  in t o  l i f e .
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The n o t io n  o f  a e s th e t ic  d etach m en t, q u oted  by C o lin  from
The World as W il l  and R e p r e s e n ta t io n , seems c l o s e  to  the
s o lu t io n  propounded by À r e b o u r s i
L 'a r t i s t e  'a r ra ch e  l ' o b j e t  de l a  co n te m p la tio n  au 
m irant. ra p id e  qui em porte l e s  ch o s e s  e t  l ' i s o l e  devant 
s o i :  c e t  o b je t  u n iq u e , qu i dans c e t t e  f u i t e  u n iv e r s e l le  
n 'é t a i t  qu 'un  atome i n v i s i b l e ,  d e v ie n t  à s e s  yeux l e  
re p ré se n ta n t du t o u t ,  l 'é q u iv a l e n t  d es  ch o s e s  innom brables 
s itu é e s  dans l 'e s p a c e  e t  dans l e  tem ps; i l  enraye l a  roue 
du temps; l e s  r e la t io n s  d is p a r a is s e n t :  l 'e s s e n c e ,  l ' I d é e ,  
v o i l à  son o b j e t . '  ( l 5 5 )
Huysmans' e x p lo r a t io n  o f  th is  is s u e  w i l l  be d is cu s s e d  more
f u l l y  in  the ch a pter on A r e b o u r s . I t  seems u s e fu l ,  how ever,
to  con clu d e  tlj^e comments on some o f  the main fe a tu r e s  o f
n atu ra lism  by p o in t in g  o u t  th a t n a tu ra lis m  as a form  o f  w r it in g
g e n e r a lly  may turn from i t s  p e s s im is t i c  v iew  o f  the w orld
towards a s e l f - j u s t i f y i n g  a e s t h e t ic is m .
This i s  n o t  a view  w hich w ould be a c ce p te d  by c e r ta in
modern c r it ic s .  S . Heath, f o r  in s t a n c e ,  in  the f i r s t  ch a p ter  o f
h is  book The Nouveau Roman, g iv e s  a d e l i b e r a t e l y  s im p l i f ie d
d e fin itio n  o f  re a lism  in  o r d e r  to  p ro v id e  a co n v e n ie n t  c o n tr a s t
w ith  the aims o f  the 'nouveau  rom an'.. R ea lism  ( o r  n a tu r a lis m ),
says H eath, i s  'th e  r e p e t i t i o n  o f  a d is c o u r s e  as absence o f
d is c o u r s e , '  i s  'n a tu r a l iz e d  as w r it in g  "w ith o u t  t h i c k n e s s " ; '
' r e a l i s t  w r it in g  d e c la r e s  i t s e l f  tra n sp a re n t b e fo r e  the f ix e d
sou rce  o f  " R e a l i t y " . '  ( 1 5 6 ) T od orov , d is c u s s in g  vra isem blan ce
in  Poétique, e x p la in s  th a t  the v ra is e m b la b le  c o n s i s t s ,  n o t  in  a
d i r e c t  r e la t io n  o f  d is co u r s e  to  r e f e r e n t  ( i . e .  o f  the book to
I f f * ) ,  but o f  d is co u rse  t o  what re a d e rs  th in k  i s  t r u e , th a t í b ,
to 'p u b l i c  o p in i o n ',  i t s e l f  a n oth er s o r t  o f  d is c o u r s e .  Whereas
c l a s s i c a l  p o e t ic s  a llow ed  d i f f e r e n t  gen res  t h e i r  own v ra ise m b la n ce .
La d o c tr in e  du n a tu ra lism e  se s i t u e  au ç t l e  o p p o se . Les 
n a t u r a l is t e s  n 'a d m etten t pas q u ' i l s  se  r é f è r e n t  à des r è g le s  
de gen re ; le u rs  é c r i t s  d o iv e n t  ê t r e  v r a i s . e t  non 
v ra is e m b la b le s . ( 1 5 7 )
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•n i f  th is  i s  true  in  th eory  (and M au passan t's  comments on 
'i l lu s io n i s m ' and v e r is im i l i t u d e  in  h is  p r e fa c e  t o  P ie r r e  e t  
je a n , as has a lre a d y  been n o te d , in d ic a t e  th a t  t h i s  la c k  o f  
s e lf -c o n s c io u s n e s s  i s  n o t  alw ays the c a s e ) ,  i t  i s  c e r t a in ly  
n ot in  p r a c t i c e .
A w ell-know n d e f in i t i o n  o f  the 'new n o v e l '  say s  th a t 
' l e  roman n 'e s t  p lu s  l 'é c r i t u r e  d 'u n e  a v e n tu re , m ais l 'a v e n t u r e  
d 'une é c r i t u r e . '  (1 5 8 ) Somewhat i r o n i c a l l y ,  t h is  p roc la m a tion  
a c tu a lly  ech oes a remark made by V a lé ry  on the lan gu a ge  o f  
re a lism :
Le r é a l i s t e  ( . . . )  cherche à o b t e n ir  l e  t r o m p e -1 'o e i l  
par 1 'e x c e s s i f  du ' s t y l e ' .  C o n co u rt , Buysmans p a r a i s s e n t . . .  
Un langage e x t r a o r d in a ir e  e s t  a p p e lé  a s u g g é re r  des o b je t s  
o r d in a ir e s .  11 l e s  m étam orphose. Un chapeau d e v ie n t  un 
m onstre, que l e  h éros  r é a l i s t e ,  armé d 'é p i t h e t e s  in v in ­
c i b l e s ,  ch evau ch e, e t  f a i t  b o n d ir  du r é e l  dans l 'é p o p é e  
de l 'a v e n tu r e  s t y l i s t i q u e .  ( 1 5 9 )
The v ery  attem pt to  ca p tu re  the d e n s i t y ,  t h e  m a t e r ia l i t y  o f
r e a l i t y  produces a type o f  w r it in g  so  dense o r  e n ta n g le d  th a t
i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to  p en etra te  'b e y o n d ' i t  and see  the r e a l i t y
i t  i s  su pp osed ly  s t r i v i n g  to  co n v e y . We do n o t  s im p ly  p e r c e iv e
' l ' e f f e t  de r é e l '  but ra th e r  the a ttem p t to  c r e a t e  ' l ' e f f e t  de
r é e l ' .  F lau b ert may ta lk  o f  h is  d e s ir e  to  ' f a i r e  s e n t i r  presque
m a térie llem en t l e s  c h o s e s , '  ( 1 6 0 ) b u t , B ersan i a rg u e s :
The to r tu ou s  ca re  w ith  w hich F la u b e r t  se e k s  to  make 
language tra n sp a ren t to  r e a l i t y  c o n s e c r a t e s  the v ery  
opaqueness o f  language w hich he d rea d ed . For h is  re a lism  
e n t a i l s  a k ind  o f  a t te n t io n  to  w ords w hich  can o n ly  make 
them appear heavy and unm anageable. ( 1 6 1 )
'The word as o b je c t  tends to  r e p la c e  the w>rld o f  o b j e c t s . '  (16 2 )
J . Dubois su ggests  th a t  the r e a l i s t  t e x t  c o n ta in s  'd eu x  e x ig e n ce s
d i f f i c i l e m e n t  c o n c i l i a b l e s ' :  on the one hand, i t  has to  s e t  up
the com plex symphony o f  i t s  f i c t i v e  s t r u c t u r e ;  on the o th e r ,
i t  has to  prove i t s  a u t h e n t ic i ty  ( o r  tra n s p a re n cy ) by denying
i t s  f i c t i v e  n a t u r e  and  a p p e a l i n g  t o  t h e  r e a l  w o r l d .  ( 1 6 5 )
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Even i f  th is  i e  true in  th eory  (and M au passan t's  comments on 
' i l l u s i o n i 8m' and v e r is im i l i t u d e  in  h is  p r e fa c e  to  P ie r r e  e t  
je a n , as has a lre a d y  been n o te d , in d ic a t e  th a t  t h is  la c k  o f  
s e lf -c o n s c io u s n e s s  i s  n o t  alw ays the c a s e ) ,  i t  i s  c e r t a in ly  
n o t in  p r a c t i c e .
A w ell-know n d e f i n i t i o n  o f  the 'new n o v e l '  says th a t 
' l e  roman n 'e s t  p lu s  l 'é c r i t u r e  d 'u n e  a v e n tu re , mai6 l 'a v e n t u r e  
d 'u n e é c r i t u r e . '  (1 5 8 ) Somewhat i r o n i c a l l y ,  t h i s  p roc la m a tion  
a c tu a lly  ech oes  a remark made by V a lé ry  on the language o f  
re a lism :
Le r é a l i s t e  ( . . . )  cherche à o b t e n ir  l e  t r o m p e -1 'o e i l  
par l 'e x c e s s i f  du ' s t y l e ' .  G on cou rt, Euysmans p a r a i s s e n t . . .  
Un langage e x t r a o r d in a ir e  e s t  a p p e lé  a s u g g é re r  des o b je t s  
o r d in a ir e s .  11 l e s  m étam orphose. Un chapeau d e v ie n t  un 
m on stre, que l e  h éros  r é a l i s t e ,  arme d 'e p i t h e t e s  in v in ­
c i b l e s ,  ch evau ch e , e t  f a i t  b o n d ir  du r é e l  dans l 'é p o p e e  
de 1 ' aventure s t y l i s t i q u e .  ( 1 5 9 )
The v ery  attem pt to  ca p tu re  the d e n s i t y ,  t h e  m a t e r ia l i t y  o f
r e a l i t y  produces a type o f  w r it in g  so  dense o r  en ta n g led  th a t
i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to  p e n e tra te  'b e y o n d ' i t  and se e  the r e a l i t y
i t  i s  su pp osed ly  s t r i v i n g  to  con v ey . We do n o t  s im p ly  p e r c e iv e
' l ' e f f e t  de r é e l '  b u t ra th e r  the a ttem pt to  c r e a t e  ' l ' e f f e t  de
r é e l * .  F la u b ert may ta lk  o f  h is  d e s ir e  to  ' f a i r e  s e n t i r  presque
m a térie llem en t l e s  c h o s e s , '  ( 1 6 0 ) b u t , B ersan i a rg u e s :
The to r tu ou s  ca re  w ith  which F la u b e rt  se e k s  to  make 
language tra n sp a re n t to  r e a l i t y  c o n s e c r a t e s  the v ery  
opaqueness o f  language w hich he d re a d e d . For h is  re a lis m  
e n t a i l s  a k in d  o f  a t te n t io n  to  words w h ich  can o n ly  make 
them appear heavy and unm anageable. ( 1 6 1 )
'The word as o b je c t  tends to  r e p la c e  the w>rld o f  o b j e c t s . '  (1 6 2 )
J . Dubois su ggests  th a t  the r e a l i s t  t e x t  c o n ta in s  'd eu x  e x ig e n ce s
d i f f i c i l e m e n t  c o n c i l i a b l e s ' :  on the one hand, i t  has to  s e t  up
the com plex symphony o f  i t s  f i c t i v e  s t r u c t u r e ;  on the o th e r ,
i t  has to  prove i t s  a u t h e n t ic i ty  ( o r  t ra n s p a re n cy ) by denying
i t s  f i c t i v e  n a t u r e  an d  a p p e a l i n g  t o  th e  r e a l  w o r l d .  ( 1 6 3 )
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In f a c t  the two te n d e n c ie s  are c a r r ie d  ou t s im u lta n e o u s ly ,
w ith the second alw ays runn ing the r i s k  o f  b e in g  rea b sorb ed
in to  the f i r s t !  'w r i t i n g '  overcom es 'r e a l i s m '.  In  a stu dy  o f
Z o la 's  d e s c r ip t iv e  te c h n iq u e , P . Hamon says th a t  Z o la 's  g o a l
i s ,  in  th eory , to  p ro v id e  an e x h a u stiv e  p r e s e n ta t io n  o f  the
r e a l ,  but that in  o r d e r  to  in s e r t  h is  d e s c r ip t io n s  in t o  h is
n a rra t iv e , he has to  c r e a te  a whole s e r i e s  o f  mechanisms
(windows, h e ig h ts , m ir r o rs  e t c . )  w hich serve  a p u re ly
fu n ctio n a l purpose . C on sequ en tly  a k in d  o f  'th em atiq u e
v id e ' a r is e s :  f o r  su ch  mechanisms r e f e r ,  n o t to  the r e a l
w orld , but to  the s t r u c tu r e  o f  the book in  w hich they a p p ear . ( 1 6 4 )
This awareness o f  the s e l f - r e f l e x i v e  c h a r a c te r  o f  
n a tu r a lis t  w r it in g  i s  e x p re sse d  even by the f i r s t  c r i t i c s  o f  
the gen re , though perhaps w ith  l e s s  s o p h i s t i c a t i o n .  These 
i n i t i a l  c r it ic is m s  a re  e s s e n t ia l l y  m o r a l i s t i c :  L em aitre ,
B ru n etiere , B igot o r  Vogue see the n a t u r a l is t s  as a e s t h e t i c  
mandarins, cu t o f f  from  r e a l i t y ,  in t e r e s t e d  o n ly  in  ' a r t i f i c i a l ' ,  
te ch n ica l e x p e r t is e .  ( 1 6 5 ) L e m a itre 's  s t r i c t u r e s  can be found 
in  h is  review  o f  A r e h o u r s : and c l e a r ly  by em ph asising  the 
'u n n a tu ra l' q u a l i t i e s  o f  n a tu ra lism , he i s  a b le  to  show 
A rebours as the l o g i c a l  c o n c lu s io n  o f  a tre n d , and n o t  a t 
a l l  as a r e v e r s a l .
This co n c lu d in g  su rvey  o f  n a tu ra lism  i s  n o t  s im p ly  in ten d ed  
to provide a co n v e n ie n t s y n th e s is  o f  the main a s p e c ts  o f  the 
movement. Many com m entators have a lr e a d y  undertaken th is  
task . ( 166 ) But the d is c u s s io n  o f  Huysmans’ w r it in g s  on a r t  
and l it e r a t u r e  has shown th a t , however p e r c e p t iv e  he may be as 
a c r i t i c ,  h is  a p p roa ch , l ik e  th a t o f  Z o la  b e fo r e  him , tends to  
be polem ica l and j o u r n a l i s t i c . Like Z o la  he i s  s k i l l e d  in
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d e r id in g  outmoded co n v e n t io n s  and p i t i l e s s l y  e x p o s in g  the
in ad equ acies  o f  academ ic p a in t e r s .  Y et the re a d e r  i s  l e s s
s a t i s f i e d  when the two c r i t i c s  turn  to  d e f in in g  t h e ir  own
brand o f  re a lis m ; t h e i r  own v iew s now tend  to  seem e q u a lly
dated and s im p l i s t i c .  ( 1 6 7 ) Huysmans in  p a r t ic u la r  n ever
seems to r e a l is e  the c o n t r a d ic t io n s  he i s  e x p o s in g  h im B elf
to  in  h is  attem pts to  deny the i d e o l o g i c a l  a sp e cts  o f
n a tu ra lism . C onsequently  i t  seems v i t a l  to  end th is  ch a p ter
by su ggestin g  a c r i t i c a l  framework f o r  a p p roa ch in g  Huysmans'
own p r a c t ic e  as a w r it e r  o f  n a t u r a l i s t  f i c t i o n  w hich takes a
w ider view  than h is  own t h e o r e t i c a l  s ta te m e n ts . The d iv i s io n
o f  naturalism  in t o  th ree  main a s p e c ts  (a  p u b l ic  movement, a
l i t e r a r y  v i s io n ,  a mode o f  w r i t in g )  e n a b le s  one to  go beyond
the sim ple o p p o s it io n  between Huysmans' supposed  h o s t i l i t y
to  n a tu ra lism 's  ' s p i r i t '  and h is  sympathy f o r  i t s  ' s t y l e '
and attem pt to a n a lyse  the com plex n ature  o f  the te n s io n s
and co n tr a d ic t io n s  in  h is  w ork: h is  a t t i t u d e  towards h is t o r y
and the s o c ia l  p r o c e s s ; the d eba te  between p o s it iv is m  and the
su p ern a tu ra l; the b o r d e r l in e  between f i c t i o n  and docum entary;
the d e s ire  to make language e x p re s s  the i n e f f a b l e .  The g u id e l in e s
sketched out in  th is  ch a p te r  w i l l  be used in  the a n a ly s is  o f
a l l  these themes.
* * * * * *
C H A P T E R  TWO
EUYSMANS ' FIRST THREE NOVELS x
MODELS OF NATURALISM?
A 1 'amphi thé &tre
Sur la  p ie r re  f r o id e  e l l e  e s t  tou te  n u e :
Ses grands yeux ja u n is  so n t  r e s t e s  o u v e r t s .
Sa ch a ir  e s t  l i v i d e  avec des tons v e r t s ,
Car le  corp s  e s t  v ieu x  e t  l a  morte p u e .
Bouchez-vous l e  n e z ; adm irez p o u r ta n t :
E lle  e s t  en core  b e l le  en sa  p o u r r i t u r e ,
Dans une impudique e t  f o l l e  p o s tu r e .
A ttendant l e  v e r ,  son d e r n ie r  amant.
E lle  va g oû ter  de t r i s t e s  c a r e s s e s ,
E t, pour consommer ce lu gu bre  amour,
E lle  a con serve  l e  d é l i r é  lo u r d ,
Le charme m alsain des v i e i l l e s  i v r e s s e s .
Mes dégoûts s u b its  pour se s  b a is e r s  f r o i d s .
J 'e n  s a is  m aintenant l 'a f f r e u s e  o r i g i n e :  
N 'é t a i t - e l l e  pas cadavre e t  verm ine 
Dans nos douloureux amours d 'a u t r e f o i s ?
— F o u i l le ,  C arab in , n e r f s ,  v e n tr e , c e r v e l l e .  
Dénude l e s  o s ,  découpe l e s  c h a ir s .
Pour con n a ître  à fond c e l l e  qui fu t  b e l l e ,
Ne cra ign on s n i sang corrom pu, n i v e r s .
Quand nous n 'a u ron s  p lu s qu 'un  amas in fo rm e .
Que d 'é p a rs  tron çon s d 'u n  cadavre mou.
Comme un v ie u x  ch ien  m ort, a f in  q u 'e l l e  y  dorme. 
Nous la  je t t e r o n s  au fon d  d 'u n  grand t r o u .
(P aul A le x is )
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L 'é d u ca t io n  se n t im e n ta le i 'V o i l à  l e  m odèle du roman 
n a t u r a l is t e ,  c e la  e s t  h ors  de doute p o u r  m o i , ' w rote  Z o la  in  
1879; ( 1 )  and f o r  Huysmans, tw elve y e a r «  l a t e r ,  F la u b e r t '«  n o v e l 
was ' l e  v r a i ,  l e  s e u l ,  l i v r e  n a t u r a l i s t e  au «e n «  e x a c t  du m o t . ' ( 2 ) 
The modem re a d e r , n e v e r th e le s s , w ould p ro b a b ly  f e e l  u n com forta b le  
a t  the id e a  o f  s e t t in g  up L 'é d u c a t io n  se n tim e n ta le  as the a rch e ­
typal n a t u r a l is t  n o v e l ; a p a rt from  the s u b v e r s iv e  ir o n y  o f  the 
book and i t s  am bitiou s h i s t o r i c a l  p e r s p e c t i v e ,  q u a l i t i e s  n o t  
o fte n  found in  the n a t u r a l is t  works w h ich  fo l lo w e d  i t ,  ( 5 ) i t  i s  
most n o t ic e a b ly  la c k in g  in  the sense o f  p h y s io lo g ic a l  o r  b i o l o g i c a l  
fa ta lis m  which i s  a v i t a l  in g r e d ie n t  o f  many n a t u r a l i s t  t e x t s .
J . B o r ie , how ever, p ro v id e s  a comment w hich  o f f e r s  a u s e fu l  g lo s s  
on what Z o la  and Huysmans perhaps meant in  t h e ir  en th u siasm :
pour la  gén éra tion  qu i va  s u iv r e  F la u b e r t , L 'é d u c a t io n  
sen tim en ta le  fo u r n it  l e  cadre e t  l e  lan gage q u i p erm etten t 
au vécu  de se p a r le r  e t  de se r a t i o n a l i s e r  dans ce s  
'e x p é r ie n c e s ' e x e m p la ire s ; l a  d é s i l l u s i o n ,  l 'u s u r e ,  l a  
r é p é t i t i o n ,  l a  n é g a tio n  de l 'h i s t o i r e .  ( 4 )
While Z o la  does in  f a c t  try  to  in c o r p o r a t e  h is t o r y  i n t o  h is  stu dy
o f  the d egen era tion  o f  the R ougon-M acquart in  the Second Em pire, (5 )
Huysmans, in  h is  e a r ly  n o v e ls ,  p re s e n ts  p u re ly  p r iv a t e  dram as,
so th at h is  c y c l i c a l  a ccou n t o f  d i s i l l u s i o n  and f a i l u r e  in
En ménage (1881 ) reads l ik e  an im it a t io n  o f  L 'é d u c a t io n
sen tim en ta le  in  a minor k ey .
A more obviou s model o f  n a tu r a lis m , o f  c o u r s e , i s
L 'Assom m oir, which com bines the humane and m oving stu dy  o f  one
in d iv id u a l whose ca re e r  fo l lo w s  a p a ra b o la  o f  s u c c e s s  and d e c l in e
in  a menacing urban environm ent w ith  a  more g e n e ra l p re s e n ta t io n
o f  w o rk in g -c la s s  cu ltu re  and sp e e ch , ta b le a u x  o f  P a r is  l i f e ,  in
a h ig h ly  dram atic and c o lo u r fu l  way. For one contem porary
re v ie w e r , Huysmans' n ove l Les Soeurs V atard  (1 8 7 9 ) ,  p u b lish e d  .
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two years a f t e r  Z o la 'a  book and d e d ica te d  to  b in ,  was 'une s o r t e  
de seconde d i lu t io n  de l ' Assom m oir. '  ( 6 )  No one would want to  
cla im  th at Huysmans' f i r s t  th ree  p u b lish e d  n o v e ls  were a n y th in g  
oth er than minor w orks, e i t h e r  in  terms o f  h is  own l i t e r a r y  
p rod u ction  o r  l i t e r a r y  h is t o r y  g e n e r a l ly .  But th is  need n o t  
d e tra c t  from  th e ir  in t e r e s t  to  the s tu d e n t o f  n a tu ra lism , 
as Raimond has in d ic a t e d :
Des romans de m oindre en vergu re  (qu e ceux de Z o la )  e t  p a r f o i s  
de deuxième ou de t r o is iè m e  ord re  nous a id e n t  à r e s p i r e r  l ' a i r  
d 'u n  temps; parce q u ' i l s  o n t  moins de s e c r e t s  que l e s  c h e f s -  
d 'o e u v r e , i l s  l i v r e n t  mieux le u r  mode de fo n ction n em en t, 
comme on d i t  de nos j o u r s . . .  ( 7 )
And R en é-P ierre  C o lin  n o te s  th a t  w h ile  ob scu re  authors l i k e
A le x is , Bonnetain o r  Hennique tend to  be n e g le c t e d ,
C 'e s t  p ourtant ch ez de t e l s  rom an ciers  que l e s  p o n c i f s ,  
l e s  r e c e t t e s  l e s  mieux é p ro u v é e s , v o i r e  ce  q u ' i l  f a u d r a it  
a p p e le r  l ' i d é o l o g i e  du N aturalism e se d é c è le n t  l e  p lu s
fa c ile m e n t . (8 )
How fa r  do Huysmans' e a r ly  n o v e ls  e n ca p su la te  the com m onplaces 
o f  n a tu ra lism , both re v e a l  and h e lp  e s t a b l i s h  the themes and 
techn iques o f  a l i t e r a r y  g en re?  This i s  the q u e stio n  w hich  t h is  
ch apter w i l l  attem pt to  answ er. I f  the th ree  n o v e ls  Marthe (1 8 7 6 ) ,  
Les Soeurs V atard . and En ménage are t e n t a t iv e ly  p roposed  as 
m odels, th is  i s  p a r t ly  because  they are taken as t y p ic a l  exam ples 
o f  a mode o f  w r it in g  p r e v a le n t  in  the f i r s t  two decades o f  the 
Third R epu b lic  which was o u t l in e d  in  the p re v io u s  ch a p te r . But 
the main fo cu s  o f  the argum ent, as a lw a ys , w i l l  be on the 
developm ent o f  Huysmans h im s e lf  as a w r it e r  o f  f i c t i o n ,  the 
q u estion  b e in g , more a c c u r a t e ly ,  how f a r  h is  e a r ly  works a llo w  
him to  e s t a b l is h  a model o f  w r it in g  from  w hich the l a t e r  m ajor 
w orks, d is cu sse d  in  the secon d  h a l f  o f  th is  t h e s is ,  can be d e r iv e d .
The c h r o n o lo g ic a l  approach  a lre a d y  proposed  w i l l  be 
con tin u ed  in  th is  ch a p ter  and the n e x t —  the gen era l movement
bein g  towards the ru p tu re  w ith  modernism  a f t e r  L 'A r t  moderne 
(1 8 8 3 ). W hile th is  ch a p ter  d e a ls  w ith  Buysmans' lo n g e r  f i c t i o n  
b e fo re  A re b o u rs , the n ex t w i l l  d e a l w ith  h is  s h o r t  s t o r i e s ,  
and m ainly A v a u - l 'e a u . w r it t e n  im m ed ia te ly  a f t e r  En menage.
I t  was argued in  the l a s t  ch a p te r  th a t  n a tu ra lism  can 
co n v e n ie n tly  be approached in  th re e  in t e r r e la t e d  wayst as a 
p u b lic  movement, as an a t t i t u d e  o r  p h ilo s o p h y , and as a form  
o f  w r it in g . The p ro v o c a t iv e  a s p e c t s  o f  n a t u r a l is m 's  p u b lic  
m a n ifesta tion s  are w e ll in d ic a t e d  by the t i t l e  and p u b l ic a t io n  
o f  Huysmans' f i r s t  n o v e l .  M arthe: h i s t o i r e  d 'u n e  f i l l e  appeared 
in  B ru ssels  because the a u th or fe a r e d  i t s  su p p osed ly  uncomprom­
is in g  s u b je c t  m atter, b la t a n t ly  announced in  the t i t l e ,  might 
r is k  p ro se cu tio n  in  F ran ce . The c o p ie s  he a ttem pted  to  smuggle 
back to  P a r is  were a p p a ren tly  s e iz e d  by the Custom s; ( 9 ) on the 
stren gth  o f  having produced t h i s  s p ic y  w ork , Buysmans was then 
in v ite d  to  w r ite  a p re fa ce  t o  G «uni an i  - a p orn og ra p h ic  n ove l 
a ttr ib u te d  to  M usset. (1 0 ) Edmond de C o n co u rt , who p u b lish ed  
h is  own stu dy o f  p r o s t i t u t io n  the y e a r  a f t e r  M arthe. h im se lf  
fea red  he was in v it in g  r e t r ib u t i o n  from  the s t a t e ;  (1 1 )  b u t , 
l ik e  La F i l l e  ¿ l i s a . Mar the i s  in  f a c t  an uncon t r o v e r s i a l , 
low -key study o f  the s u b je c t ,  w ith  none o f  the m a sterly  
exuberance o f  'La Maison T e l l i e r '  o r  the g ra n d io se  symbolism 
o f  Nana. Buysmans h im se lf  in  l a t e r  y e a rs  d ism issed  the n ovel 
as 'un v i e i l  o v a ire  de je u n e sse  fé co n d é  par un sperm atozoïde  
égaré  de de C o n co u r t . ' (1 2 )
S ince  then the book has a t t r a c t e d  l i t t l e  c r i t i c a l  
a t te n t io n , apart from  a u s e fu l  an n ota ted  e d it i o n  by P ie rre  
Cogny and a d exterou s  E n g lish  t r a n s la t io n  b y .R o b e r t  B a ld ick . (1 3 )
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In a r e c e n t  fe m in is t  a r t i c l e «  H ilde  O lr ik  h in ts  d a r k ly  th a t th is
m asculine co n sp ira cy  o f  s i l e n c e  i s  due to  d is q u ie t  a t  some o f
Huysmans' remarks abou t p r o s t i t u t io n ;  but a more l i k e l y  e x p la n a t io n
seems to  be th a t most re a d e rs  have d o u b t le s s  agreed  w ith  G id e ,
who found the n ove l 'p a r fa ite m e n t  d e p l o r a b l e ' .  (1 4 )  One o f  the
m ajor drawbacks o f  Marthe i s  the im p e n e tr a b il it y  o f  much o f  the
language i t  i s  w r itte n  i n .  Many o f  C ogn y 's  n o te s  a re  sim ply
l e x i c a l  e x p la n a t io n s , the f i r s t  t e l l i n g  u s , f o r  in s t a n c e ,  th a t
the name G in g in et comes from  'g in g in e r :  f a i r e  une o e i l l a d e . '
Edmond de G oncourt rebuked Buysmans f o r  n o t  b e in g  a b le  to
r é s i s t e r  q u e lq u e fo is  à l a  t e n ta t io n  d 'u n e  e x p r e s s io n  de 
l e t t r e ,  au charme du mot b r i l l a n t ,  tapageur ou cu rieu sem en t 
a rch a ïq u e , e t  c e la  vous amène p a r fo i s  a tu er  l a  r é a l i t é  
d 'u n e scène t r è s  b ien  a r c h i t e c t u r é e ,  e t  t r è s  savamment 
con d u ite  par un coup de p i s t o l e t  l i t t é r a i r e .  ( 1 5 )
Huysmans h im se lf  r e g r e t s  the co n v o lu te d  n ature o f  h is  language
in  the p re fa ce  to  the French e d i t i o n  o f  Marthe (1 0 7 9 ) ,  a lth ou gh
h is  n e x t n ove l Les Soeurs V atard  tends to  o f fe n d  in  a  s im i la r  way.
Many o f  the a u t h o r 's  l i n g u i s t i c  e x c e s s e s  o c c u r  in  the speech
o f  one o f  the main c h a r a c te r s ,  the a c t o r  G in g in e t , whose 'a r g o t
f r e l a t é '  i s  e s p e c ia l l y  ou trageou s (and som etim es in c o m p re h e n s ib le ) .
O lr ik  attem pts to  p re se n t G in g in e t  as a s o r t  o f  c o u n te r p a r t  to
M arthe, both  o f  whom are o u tca s ts  from  b o u rg e o is  s o c i e t y  (u n lik e
the th ird  main ch a ra c te r  L éo , the f a i l e d  a r t i s t  who f i n a l l y
em braces b ou rgeo is  r e s p e c t a b i l i t y ) :
h o r s - l a - l o i ,  i l  e s t  c e lu i  ou i m éprise l 'o r d r e  b o u rg e o is  e t  
s 'y  o p p o se . ( . . . )  Sa v o ix  a c q u ie r t  d 'a u ta n t  p lu s  d 'im p orta n ce  
que G in g in et e s t  l e  s e u l des t r o i s  person nages que l a  
f o c a l i s a t i o n  in te rn e  du n a rra te u r  n 'a t t e i n t  p a s . ( . . . )
C 'e B t  sa  v o ix  c ru e  e t  d ru e qui n ous happe e t  nous a g r e s s e .  (1 6 )
But C ogn y 's  op in ion  o f  G in g in e t 's  s t r id e n t  speech  seems more
a p p r o p r ia te  :
Mélange de v ie u x  mots en c i r c u la t i o n  d ep u is  R a b e la is  e t  
con serv és  pour le u r  s o n o r i t é  é v o c a t r ic e  e t  g a i l la r d e  e t
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de termee p o p u la ire s  franchem ent v u lg a i r e s ,  son  v o c a b u la ir e  
e s t  a u ssi r i d i c u l e ,  d é s é q u il ib r é  e t  d é s u e t , que p eu t S tre  
agaçante e t  dépourvue de to u te  v é r i t é  l a  p s e u d o -p ro n o n c ia t io n  
germanique de Nucingen ch ez  B a lz a c . (1 7 )
And he d ism isses  the ch a ra c te r  as 'une m anière de f l o r i l è g e  des
p o n c ifs  en usage su r  l a  v ie  de t h é â t r e . '  (1 8 )  C in g in e t ,  i t  m ight
be added, i s  sim ply overdrawn —  grotesq u e  b oth  v e r b a l ly  and
p h y s ic a l ly , as the f i r s t  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  him s u g g e s ts :
Le com édien d é p lo y a  l e  p a p ie r  e t  l e s  c o in s  de s e s  l è v r e s  
rem ontèrent ju sq u 'a u x  a i l e s  de son n e z , d écou vra n t d es 
gen cives  f r o t t é e s  de r o u g e , fa is a n t  cra q u e r  l é  masque de 
fa rd  e t  de p lâ t r e  q u i l u i  v e r n is s a i t  l a  f a c e .  ( M arthe, p .1 2 )
With or  w ith ou t m ake-up, he i s  perm anently on s ta g e  —  n o t  an
a c to r  d isg u ise d  as a  clow n , bu t sim ply a c lo w n , as h is  c a r i c a t u r a l
g r in  in  th is  e x t r a c t  s u g g e s ts . B is  d ep a rtu re  from  the b o o k , as
a corpse bein g  s l i c e d  open on the autopsy  t a b l e ,  g iv e s  him a
s u ita b ly  m elodram atic e x i t .
in te rp re ta t io n s  o f  Marthe may su g g e st  th em selves to  the r e a d e r .
The b lu n t s u b - t i t l e  in d ic a t e s  a b a re ly  f i c t i o n a l i s e d  a cco u n t  o f  
p r o s t it u t io n ; more n arrow ly  p erh ap s , a b iogra p h y  o f  one p a r t ic u la r  
p r o s t it u t e ,  a Study o f  fem ale p sy ch o log y  under h arrow in g  c o n d it io n s ;  
or more w id e ly , an a ccou n t o f  P a r is ia n  low  l i f e .  In  v iew  o f  the 
dominant r o le  g iv e n  to  L éo, and h is  a b o r t iv e  l i a i s o n  w ith  M arthe, 
one thinks a ls o  o f  a la t t e r d a y ,  l e s s  ro m a n tic ise d  's c è n e  de la  
v ie  de Bohème'. H ild e  O lr ik , on the o th e r  hand, seems to  see  
the book as r e v e a l in g  the h y p o cr is y  o f  a m ale-dom inated  b o u r g e o is  
s o c i e t y 's  a t t itu d e  towards the p r o s t i t u t e .  She a ls o  c la im s  th a t 
Huysmans p rov id es  us w ith  many p r e c is e  d e t a i l s  abou t the c o n d it io n s  
o f  p r o s t it u t e s ,  ( 1 9 ) but r e a l ly  th is  i s  somwhat q u e s t io n a b le .  
C erta in ly  he shows us Marthe en gaging  in  v a r io u s  typ es  o f  
p r o s t it u t io n  or n e a r -p r o s t i t u t i o n ,  as a prom iscuous o u v r iè r e .
Apart from t h is  l in g u i s t i • ¿ îc ity , v a r io u s  p o s s ib le
b e in g  kept by a r i c h  man, l i v i n g  w ith  Leo bu t h av in g  o th e r  l o v e r s  
w orking in  a l ic e n s e d  b r o t h e l ,  but a p a rt  from  b r i e f  r e fe r e n c e s  t o  
the f a c t  th a t as a l ic e n s e d  p r o s t i t u t e  she i s  under the ju x ls d ic t i  
o f  the P re fe c tu re  ( e . g .  p .3 8 , p .6 7 ,  p .9 5 .  p .1 2 6 ) ,  Huysmans i s  n o t  
very  in fo rm a tiv e  about the l e g a l  and s o c i a l  c o n d it io n s  o f  
p r o s t i t u t io n .  One does n ot. f in d  an e q u iv a le n t  o f  the s p e c i f i c  
c r i t i c is m  o f  the c r u e lt y  o f  the penal system  ex p ressed  by 
La F i l l e  ¿ l i s a , f o r  in s t a n c e ; (2 0 )  Marthe i s  much more a  m oral 
o r  p s y c h o lo g ic a l  exam in ation  than a t r e a t i s e .  I f  one lo o k s  a t  
a la t e r  work l ik e  V ic t o r  M a rg u e r it te ' s P r o s t itu e e  (1 9 0 7 ) , w hich 
d e sc r ib e s  the ju d i c i a l  system  w hich  a llow ed  l i c e n s e d  p r o s t i t u t io n  
under the Third R e p u b lic  in  v e r y  g r e a t  d e t a i l  ( a l s o  m en tion in g  
the a s s o c ia te d  problem s o f  v e n e r e a l d is e a s e ,  h om osex u a lity , 
pornography, and the g e n e ra l p o s i t i o n  o f  lo w e r - c la s s  women), 
i t  seems q u ite  apparen t in  com parison  th a t Huysmans had l i t t l e  
in t e r e s t  in  a docum entary e n q u iry  o f  t h is  s o r t .
P ie rre  Cogny p o in ts  o u t th a t  he ig n o re d  the s t a t i s t i c a l  
ev iden ce  q u ite  r e a d i ly  a v a i la b le  to  him (su ch  as Hr P a ren t- 
D u ch & telet's  w ell-know n t r e a t i s e  o f  1 8 3 6 ), presum ably p r e f e r r in g  
to  w rite  from  p erson a l e x p e r ie n c e  (w h ich  was p rob a b ly  n o t  
in e x te n s iv e )  or  im a g in a t io n . As i t  happens, on the one o c c a s io n  
Huysmans uses in fo rm a tio n  he must have o b ta in ed  from  e x te r n a l 
s o u rce s , i t  i s  insetted r a th e r  o b t r u s iv e ly  in t o  the s to r y  —  in  
the account o f  the m anufacture o f  f a l s e  p e a r ls  a t  the b e g in n in g  
o f  chapter tw o. Though i t  i s  in t e r e s t in g  to  h ear th a t a f a l s e  
p earl i s  worth a lm ost a d a y 's  w age, i t  seems d is p r o p o r t io n a te  
to  spend more time on th is  a cco u n t th an , s a y , M a rth e 's  ch ild h o o d  
or  p a ren ts , o r  her co n fin e m e n t, p a r t i c u la r ly  as the main fu n c t io n  
o f  the a t e l i e r  i s  to  p ro v id e  an atm osphere o f  sexu a l co r ru p t io n
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th a t w i l l  s e t  the h e ro in e  o f f  on the road  to  p e r d it io n .  In 
c o n t r a s t ,  Lee Soeurs Vatard c o n ta in s  many scen es  s e t  in  an 
a t e l i e r  de b roch a ge . y e t  the a u th or  a v o id s  in t r u s iv e  d is c u r s io n s  
on the tech n iqu es and c o s t s  o f  b o o k b in d in g , e x ce p t  where th ese 
r a d ic a l ly  a f f e c t  the c a re e r  o f  h is  c h a r a c t e r s .  Huydmans a t 
l e a s t  does n o t  go as f a r  as Paul Adam in  h is  urge f o r  docum entary 
a u t h e n t ic i ty :  in  th is  a u th o r 's  f i r s t  n o v e l ,  C hair m olle  (1 8 8 5 ) , 
a ls o  an 'h i s t o i r e  de f i l l e ' ,  the f i n a l  ch a p te r  sim ply rep rod u ces  
a h o s p ita l  ' b i l l e t  de s a n te ' w hich  b r u t a l ly  re p o r ts  th a t the 
h e ro in e , now l i t e r a l l y  reduced  to  a  f i c h e . has d ied  o f  'h e p a t it e  
s y p h i l i t iq u e ' .
M edical d e t a i l s  in  M arthe. on the o th e r  hand, are d e a lt  w ith  
f a i r l y  d i s c r e e t ly ,  as f a r  as the h e ro in e  i s  con cern ed . Cogny 
a t t r ib u te s  the a u th o r 's  r e t ic e n c e  in  d e s c r ib in g  the b ir th  o f  
her c h i ld  in  ch a pter two to  h is  m iso g y n ic  h o rro r  o f  the more 
in tim ate  d e t a i l s  o f  fem ale p h y s io lo g y .  (2 1 )  (T h is  h o rro r  d id  
n o t  s to p  him w r it in g  a  gruesom ely ob scen e  son n et about cu n n ilin g u s  
and m en stru ation , h ow ever .) (2 2 )  B is  r e s t r a in t  may a ls o  be 
r e la te d  to  the m ora l, o r  m o r a l is in g , tone he adopts in  c e r ta in  
passages o f  M arthe, which c o n t r a s t s  s tra n g e ly  w ith  the c a r ic a t u r a l  
verve  and cy n ic ism  o f  h is  d e s c r ip t io n s  o f  the th ea tre  o r  L e o 's  
a f f a i r s .  One f e e l s  th a t Huysmans, though n o t  in  any sense w r it in g  
a s o c i o l o g i c a l  study o f  p r o s t i t u t i o n ,  can n ot r e s i s t  the tem pta tion  
to  g e n e r a lis e  from  M arth e 's  p o s i t i o n ,  im p l i c i t l y  c la im in g  he i s  
showing us t y p ic a l  scen es  o f  the l i f e  o f  the h a r lo t  h igh  and lo w . 
This may lead  to  a l o s s  o f  im m ediacy in  h is  p re se n ta tio n  —  the 
r a p id ity  w ith  which Marthe has h e r  baby d u rin g  a how ling g a le  in  
an i c y  h o te l  room and the c h i ld  and l o v e r  are k i l l e d  o f f  i s  n ear 
melodrama —  and to  a s e n t e n t io u s , o r  even se n tim e n ta l, n a r r a t o r ia l
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to n e . Thus he o b se rv e s : 'Un a t e l i e r  de fem m es, c ' e s t  l ' a n t i ­
chambre de S a in t -L a z a r e ,• ( p .2 4 )  p re p a r in g  us f o r  the w o r s t ; 
a f t e r  her escape from  the m aison . M arthe, 'Comme to u te s  l e s  
m a lh eu reu ses ,' (p .4 2 )  f e e l s  a b iz a r r e  a t t r a c t i o n  tow ards degrad ­
a t io n ,  a 'n o s t a lg ie  de l a  b o u e , ' w hich  w i l l  d ra g  h er back t o  her 
d e s t r u c t io n , we are t o ld ;  l i v i n g  a  b r u t a l i s e d  e x is t e n c e  w ith  
G in g in e t in  ch apter n in e , 'M arthe é t a i t  a r r iv é e  à c e t t e  phase 
où l e s  sens ne v iv e n t  p lu s  que par s e c o u s s e s . '  (p .1 0 1 )  Each 
e p is o d e , i t  seem s, i s  a phase in  a  p r e d ic t a b le ,  in e v it a b le  
p a tte r n .
There i s  a s im ila r  a ttem pt to  u n iv e r s a l is e  L e o 's
e x p e r ie n ce s  as a poor b a c h e lo r !  l i v i n g  w ith  M arthe, he s u f f e r s
' l e s  t e r r ib le s  d é s i l lu s io n s  du c o n c u b in a g e ; ' ( p . 6 l )  l i v i n g  a lo n e ,
he endures 'c e s  t e r r ib l e s  d é t a i l s  de l a  v i e  q u i b r is e n t  l e s  p lu s
f i e r s . '  ( p p .8 6 -87 ) U n fo r tu n a te ly , th ese  g e n e r a l is a t io n s  tend to
r in g  ra th e r  f a l s e .  The author a d op ts  a k n ow led geab le  manner, to
the e x te n t o f  d is s o c ia t in g  h im s e l f  f r o m 'l i t e r a t u r e ' —
Une f i l l e t t e  ne choppe p a s , comme l e  d is e n t  l e s  ro m a n c ie rs , 
par amour, par en tra in em en t des s e n s , mais beaucoup par 
o r g u e il  e t  un peu par c u r i o s i t é  ( p p .2 4 -2 5 )
—  t e l l i n g  us th a t the l i f e  o f  a  l i c e n s e d  p r o s t i t u t e  i s  'p lu s
e f fr o y a b le  que tou tes  l e s  géhennes rfivées  par l e s  p o è t e s . '  (p .3 3 )
And y e t  most o f  the time h is  own a cco u n t i s  em in en tly  l i t e r a r y .
Far from rem aining n e u tra l in  to n e , Huysmans aims a t  a ra th e r
f a c i l e  sympathy f o r  M arthe, v e r g in g  on the c l i c h é .  'Oh! q u 'e l l e
l e s  m ép risa it  ce s  gens qu i v e n a ie n t  l a  v o i r ! ' he e x c la im s ; ( p .3 7 )
but then , n ot co n te n t w ith  t h is  f l o u r i s h ,  he goes  beyond M arthe's
l im ite d  p e rs p e c t iv e  to  lo o k  a t  th ese  c l i e n t s ,  in t r o d u c in g  an
e la b o ra te  and cu r io u s  m etaphor:
E lle  ne com pren ait pas que l a  p lu p a r t  de ceux <^ui 
s 'a t t a r d a ie n t  près d 'e l l e  ( . . . )  après  a v o ir  é té
f s  par le a  femmes q u ' i l s  a im a ie n t, a p rès  a v o ir  humé 
ina  ca p ite u x  dans l e s  v e r r e s  de m ou sse lin e  e t  s 'ê t r e  
ra  l e s  lè v r e s  aux é c l a t s  de ce s  v e r r e s ,  ( . . . )  ne 
a ie n t  p lu s  b o ir e  que des v in s  f r e l a t é s  dans l e s  chopes 
s se s  des ca b a re ts ! ( p .3 7 )  ( 2 3 )
s e n te n ce , Cogny w r i t e s i
f  A sp ect p a r t i c u l i e r  du pessim ism e de Buysmans qu i ne v o i t ,  
dans l a  femme, qu 'un  in f é r i e u r  in stru m en t de p l a i s i r s  
f r e l a t é s .  (2 4 )
Ls comment m iss e s , how ever, the g e n e r a l is e d  sense o f  d i s i l l u s i o n  
l ic h  takes the metaphor beyond sim p le  m isogyn y: one a c c e p ts  the 
w orst because d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n  i s  then g u a ra n teed , o r  r a t h e r ,  
the i n f e r i o r  s a t i s fa c t i o n  o f f e r e d  by the p r o s t i t u t e  (and n o t  
a l l  women, as Cogny im p l ie s )  i s  a c y n ic a l  com pensation  f o r  the 
d e ce p tio n s  o f  l o v e .
The p h ilo s o p h y  o f  r e n u n c ia t io n  w h ich  c o n c lu d e s  C éa rd 'B
Une b e l l e  .jou rnée  and En m énage, and w h ich  i n  f a c t ,  as  one c r i t i c
o b se rv e s , i s  a keyn ote  o f  n a tu ra lism  —
La h on te , l a  ch u te , l a  d éch éa n ce , l a  l i t a n i e  des v ie s  
a v o rté e s  marquent l e s  oeu vres  deB rom an ciers  n a t u r a l is t e s  
mineurs (2 3 )
—  thus a lread y  em erges in  M arthe. However g ro te sq u e  a f ig u r e  
he may b e , G in g in e t i s  o c c a s io n a l ly  g iven  a p e s s im is t i c ,
i r o n ic a l  wisdom. When he in form s Léo o f  M arthe's  re tu rn  to  
p r o s t it u t io n  in  ch a p te r  s i x ,  he c a l l s  th is  'u n  r e t o u r  a 
l 'h o n n ê t e t é ':  (p.Q O ) the u su a l o p p o s it io n  between the ' f i l l e  
h on n ête ' and the ' f i l l e  de j o i e '  i s  r e v e r s e d . I t  i s  h er 
a s p ir a t io n s  towards lo v e  th a t were d is h o n e s t ; the m ercenary 
r e la t io n s h ip  i s  the on ly  one th a t  can e x i s t  between the s e x e s , 
i t  i s  im p lie d . E lsew h ere , G in g in e t  t e l l s  u s , 'C 'e s t  décidém en t 
b ien  v ra i q u ' i l  n 'y  a que l a  f o i  qu i s a u v e . . . e t  l a  b ê t i s e . . . '  ( p .9 5 )  
Whatever the b io g r a p h ic a l  ir o n y  o f  the f i r s t  o p t io n ,  L éo , l ik e  
André and C yprien in  En ménage. turns tow ards the se co n d ,
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trompes par l e s  femmes q u ' i l s  a is ia ie n t , a p rès  a v o ir  hume 
des v in s  ca p ite u x  dans l e s  v e r r e s  de m ou sse lin e  e t  s 'ê t r e  
d é ch ire  l e s  l è v r e s  aux é c l a t s  de ce s  v e r r e s ,  ( . . . )  ne 
v o u la ie n t  p lu s  b o ir e  que des v in s  f r e l a t é s  dans l e s  chopes 
é p a is s e s  des ca b a r e ts ! ( p .3 7 )  ( 2 3 )
Of th is  s e n te n ce , Cogny w r ite s *
A spect p a r t i c u l i e r  du pessim ism e de Buysmans qui ne v o i t ,  
dans l a  femme, qu 'u n  i n f é r i e u r  in stru m en t de p l a i s i r s  
f r e l a t é s . (2 4 )
This comment m is s e s , how ever, the g e n e r a l is e d  sen se  o f  d i s i l l u s i o n  
which takes the m etaphor beyond s im p le  m isogyn y: one a c ce p ts  the 
w orst because d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n  i s  then gu a ra n teed , o r  r a t h e r , 
the i n f e r i o r  s a t i s f a c t i o n  o f f e r e d  by the p r o s t i t u t e  (and n o t  
a l l  women, as Cogny im p l ie s )  i s  a  c y n ic a l  com pen sation  f o r  the 
d e ce p t io n s  o f  l o v e .
The p h ilo so p h y  o f  re n u n c ia t io n  w hich co n c lu d e s  C é a rd 's
Une b e l l e  jou rn ée  and En ménage. and w hich in  f a c t ,  as one c r i t i c
o b se rv e s , i s  a keyn ote  o f  n a tu ra lism  —
La h on te , l a  ch u te , l a  d é ch é a n ce , la  l i t a n i e  des v ie s  
a v o rté e s  marquent l e s  oeu vres  d es  rom an ciers  n a t u r a l is t e s  
mineurs (2 3 )
—  thus a lrea d y  em erges in  M arthe. However g ro te sq u e  a  f ig u r e  
he may b e , G in g in e t i s  o c c a s io n a l ly  g iv en  a p e s s im is t i c ,
i r o n ic a l  wisdom. When he in form s Léo o f  M arthe's  re tu rn  to  
p r o s t it u t io n  in  ch a p te r  s i x ,  he c a l l s  th is  'u n  r e to u r  à 
l 'h o n n ê t e t é ' :  ( p .8 0 )  the u sual o p p o s it io n  betw een the ' f i l l e  
h on n ête ' and the ' f i l l e  de j o i e '  i s  r e v e r s e d . I t  i s  her 
a s p ir a t io n s  towards lo v e  th a t were d iB h o n e st ; the m ercenary 
r e la t io n s h ip  i s  the o n ly  one th a t can e x i s t  between the s e x e s , 
i t  i s  im p lie d . E lsew h ere , G in g in e t  t e l l s  u s , 'C 'e s t  décidém ent 
b ien  v r a i qu ’ i l  n 'y  a que l a  f o i  qui s a u v e . . . e t  l a  b ê t i s e . . . '  (p .9 5 )  
Whatever the b io g r a p h ic a l  ir o n y  o f  the f i r s t  o p t io n ,  L éo , l ik e  
André and C yprien in  En ménage, tu rn s towards the secon d ,
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co n s c io u s ly  ch o o s in g  b o u rg e o is  m e d io c r ity  as an a lt e r n a t iv e  to  
u n com forta b le , b u t p o s s ib ly  c r e a t iv e ,  bohemian i s o l a t i o n .  
A ccord in g  to  H ubert Juint
l a  morale de M arthe, e l l e  e s t  dans l e  rangem ent que
c h o i s i t  L e o , dans ce  quelque ch ose  qu i ressem ble  a
un renoncem ent s in i s t r e  e t  q u i c l f t t  l e  l i v r e .  (2 6 )
Cogny says Leo i s  'inhume dans l e  morne caveau d 'u n  mariage 
sans j o i e , '  (2 7 )  but th is  o u t le t  i s  o f  h is  own c h o o s in g .
There i s  no rea son  why we sh ou ld  n e c e s s a r i ly  agree  w ith  the 
cy n ic a l  awareness o f  h is  f in a l  l e t t e r ;  h is  d is m is s a l o f  
Marthe in  f a c t  seems c a l lo u s ly  h y p o c r i t i c a l .  H is co n c lu d in g  
remark th a t women l ik e  Marthe 's e r v e n t  de r e p o u s s o ir  a 
1 'h o n n S te te , '  (p .1 4 0 )  a p a rt from  i t s  sm ugness, i s  fu r th e r  
devalued  by G in g in e t 's  c o n t r a d ic t o r y ,  i f  e q u a lly  c y n ic a l ,  
view  o f  'h o n n d t e t e '.
D esp ite  h is  m o ra lis in g  comments th rou ghou t the t e x t ,  
the author does n o t r e a l l y  con c lu d e  w ith  any c l e a r  'm o r a l ' .
The ch a ra cte rs  are sim ply d ism issed  —  G in g in e t  i s  k i l l e d  
o f f ,  Leo i s  m arried  o f f ,  Marthe d isa p p e a rs  back to  p r o s t i ­
t u t io n . (2 8 ) L e o 's  m arriage i s  perhaps a s o r t  o f  death  —  
o f  a r t i s t i c  a s p ir a t io n s .  Huysmans' n o v e ls  p erp etu a te  the 
op in ion  o f  the G oncourt b ro th e rs  ( i n  M anette Salom on, f o r  
exam ple) that women and a r t  are v i r t u a l l y  i r r e c o n c i l e a b l e . (2 9 )  
The ways in  w hich  Marthe and Berthe impede the c r e a t iv e  work 
o f  Leo and Andre in  Mar the and En menage r e s p e c t iv e ly  are 
d e sc r ib e d  w ith  a c e r ta in  r e l i s h .  L eo , the w ou ld-be a r t i s t  
s t r u g g lin g  w ith  the problem s o f  c e l i b a c y ,  i s  e s s e n t ia l l y  the 
p ro to ty p e  o f  Andre Jay^nt, who i s  d e v e lo p e d  more s u b s t a n t ia l ly  
in  the la t e r  n o v e l .  I f  the L e o - f ig u r e  becomes more and more 
dominant in  subsequent w orks, the c e n t r a l  .female p r o t a g o n is t s .
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Martbe or tbe Vatard s i s t e r s ,  are r a p id ly  abandoned. A ft e r
Mar the too  the p r o s t it u t e  i s  s im p ly  seen  as a m inor f ig u r e  who
r e l ie v e s  some o f  the h e ro e s ' sexu a l f r u s t r a t io n s  and has l i t t l e
or  no in d iv id u a lis e d  p e r s o n a lity  o f  h e r  own. ( 30 )
While G in gin et i s  seen a lm ost e n t i r e l y  e x t e r n a l ly ,  as a
v o c i fe r o u s ,  g e s t ic u la t in g  clow n , L e o 's  in n e r  l i f e  predom inates
over any account o f  h is  a c t io n s  or  v o i c e .  O lr ik  has p o in te d  out
th at L e o 's  speech i s  h ard ly  e v e r  r e c o r d e d . (3 1 )  Marthe h e r s e l f
i s  seen in  a  more ba lan ced  manner. B er p h y s ica l  charms a llo w
her su ccess  in  the th e a tre , ( 3 2 ) where she i s  in  f a c t  the on ly
a t t r a c t iv e  f ig u r e  among a c o l l e c t i o n  o f  g ro te sq u e  p erfo rm ers  and
cacophonous m usicians e n d le s s ly  b arra ck ed  by an a b u s iv e  a u d ie n ce .
On the o th e r  hand, Euysmans' a ttem pts to  p re se n t  h er p s y c h o lo g ic a l
make-up are le s s  s t r a ig h t fo r w a rd . Cogny c la im s  th a t  she fu n c t io n s
a ccord in g  to  a s o r t  o f  h e re d ita r y  e q u a t io n , w hich m ight be h e ld  to
ty p i fy  the s im p l is t i c ,  p s e u d o - s c ie n t i f i c  p sy ch o lo g y  o f  n a tu ra lism :
'p a r e s s e ' p lu s 'n e v r o s e ' d iv id e d  by a r e fu s a l  o f  t o t a l  m isery
'e q u a l ' p r o s t it u t io n .  (3 3 ) But h er d o w n fa ll  i s  n o t  e x p la in e d
q u ite  so c a t e g o r i c a l ly ;  i t  i s  p a r t ly  due to  c ir c u m s ta n c e , p a r t ly
to  a ra th er  m elodram atic urge tow ards s e l f - d e s t r u c t i o n ,  ' l e  v e r t ig e
des g o u f f r e s '.  (p .4 2 )  N e v e rth e le ss , i t  i s  true  th a t  Huysmans in
the second chapter somewhat la b o r io u s ly  t r i e s  to  e s t a b l i s h  the
e s s e n t ia l  components o f  her environm ent (w retch ed  p a r e n ts ,
despatched in  two s h o r t  paragraphs) and p e r s o n a l i t y .  Her
ch a ra cter  con ta in s  some stran ge com bin ation s  o f  q u a l i t i e s :
une appetence de b ie n -É tre  ( . . . ) ,  un a lan gu issem en t 
m orbide, une d is p o s i t io n  à l a  n e v ro se  q u 'e l l e  t e n a it  
de son p ere , une c e r ta in e  p a resse  i n s t i n c t i v e  q u 'e l l e  
te n a it  de sa  mère ( . . . )  f o u r m i l la ie n t  e t  b o u i l lo n n a ie n t  
furieusem ent en e l l e .  ( p p .2 3 -2 4 )
I t  may seem odd to  d e s c r ib e  lan gu or o r  s lo t h  as 's e e t h in g  and
b o i l in g ' in  som eone; but in  any ca s e «  a p a rt  from  th ese  i n i t i a l
r e fe r e n c e s  to  these h e r e d it a r y  t r a i t s ,  Huysmans n ever  r e a l l y
t r i e s  to  p re se n t a d e t e r m in is t i c ,  h e r e d it a r y  t h e s is  —  h e r e d it y
and n e u ro s is  in  f a c t  w i l l  p la y  a  f a r  g r e a te r  r o l e  in  A r e b o u r s . (5 4 )
His com parative r e s t r a in t  in  t h i s  domain becom es c l e a r  i f ,
to  widen the d is c u s s io n  a t  th is  p o in t ,  one c o n t r a s t s  M arthe w ith
another m in or, but in fa m ou s, n a t u r a l i s t  n o v e l ,  B o n n e ta in 's
C h ariot s 'a m u s e . . .  ( 1 8 8 5 ) .  B onnetain  has had the m is fo r tu n e
to  go down in  l i t e r a r y  h is t o r y  as the a u th or o f  a book on
com pulsive m asturbation  (he  was, a p p a r e n t ly , dubbed 'B onnem ain '
by h is  co n te m p o ra r ie s ) (3 5 )  and, in  a d d it io n ,  as the c o - s ig n a t o r y
o f  a m a n ifesto  denou n cin g  Z o la  as a  s c u r r i lo u s  p o rn o g ra p h e r .
He i s  c r u e l ly  d e r id e d  in  B lo y 's  n o v e l Le D esespere (1 8 8 7 ) b oth
as 'H i la ir e  D u p o ig n e t ', and as h im s e lft
B on neta in , l e  P agan in i des s o l i t u d e s  d on t l a  main 
fr é n é t iq u e  a su  fa ir e .é c u m e r  l 'a r c h e t . . .  ( 36 )
In f a c t ,  a lth ou gh  B onnetain  was p ro s e cu te d  —  and a c q u i t t e d  —
f o r  C h a r io t . (3 7 )  and a lth ou gh  G .J . B ecker e x tr a v a g a n tly  c a l l s
the n ove l 'a  r e a l l y  sca b rou s  book and the most sca n d a lou s
produ ct o f  the e n t i r e  n a t u r a l i s t i c  m ovem ent,' (3 8 )  i f  one a c t u a l ly
reads th is  w ork, one d is c o v e r s  th a t  the o n ly  s a la c io u s  o r
su g g e s tiv e  p a rts  a re  the t i t l e  and the e p ig ra p h  taken from
Bouvard e t  P é cu ch e t . (3 9 )  Far from  b e in g  a to n g u e - in -ch e e k
p ie ce  o f  porn ograph y , the n ov e l i s  an e a rn e s t  though somewhat
morbid t r e a t i s e  on warped s e x u a l i t y ,  in  w hich h e r e d ity  p la y s  a
la rg e  and s in i s t e r  p a r t .  'V o tre  l i v r e  me p l a i t , '  says Henry
Ceard in  h is  p r e fa c e ,
parce  q u ' i l  montre l 'h é r é d i t é  avec to u te s  ses  ép ou van tés 
e t  l e  p h y s io lo g iq u e  fon ction n em en t de l a  f a t a l i t é .  ( . . . )
Il^m e p l a î t  par sa  c o n c e p t io n  m é d ic a le , par son  a i r  de 
th èse  p a th o lo g iq u e  ( . . . ) ,  p lu s  en core  que l e  l i t t é r a t e u r ,  
l e  v ieu x  ca ra b in  qu i e s t  en moi trouve un c o n f r è r e .  (4 0 )
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But i f  C h a rio t  s 'a m u s e . . .  i s  s t i l l  w orth c o n s id e r a t io n , i t  i s  
because s o  many o f  the s to c k  d e v ic e s  and th eses o f  the n a t u r a l is t  
n ovel sake th e ir  appearance w ith  a  fa s c in a t in g  in e v it a b ­
i l i t y  —  and the book thus p r o v id e s  us w ith  a very  u s e fu l  
ca ta log u e  f o r  a s s e s s in g  o t h e r  w orks.
Among these com m onplaces, one can n ote  v ir u le n t  a n t i -  
c le r i c a l is m  (ed u ca ted  by m onks, who le a d  a 'd é m o ra lisa n te  
e x is te n ce  de c a s t r a t s . . .dan s l e  bagne c a t h o l iq u e , ' (4 1 )
C hariot i s  n e v e r th e le s s  soon  seduced  by B rother O r ig èn e , 
who la t e r  l i t e r a l ly  c a s t r a t e s  h im s e lf  w ith  a fo u n ta in  pen)| 
nature i s  seen in  the s e x u a l is e d  terms found in  so  many 
n a t u r a l is t  n o v e ls , s p r in g  b u r s t in g  f o r t h  and 'm etta n t comme 
un fu r ie u x  b eso in  de r u t ' ;  ( 4 2 )  and one f in d s  the s u b s ta n t iv a l 
co n s tr u c t io n s  which are a r a t h e r  hackneyed fe a tu re  o f  'é c r i t u r e  
a r t iB t e ' ( ' i l  r ê v a i t . . . d e  c o u v r i r  d 'in a v o u a b le s  ca re s s e s  le u r  
imberbe g r a c i l i t é ' ) . ( 4 3 )  A t the same tim e, Bonnetain d e s c r ib e s  
the c o n d it io n s  o f  l i a i s o n s  w ith  o u v r iè r e s . c r i t i c i s e s  and p resen ts  
the v i c io u s  c i r c l e  o f  p r o s t i t u t i o n ,  and r e g a le s  us w ith  many o f  
the d e s c r ip t iv e  s e t p ie c e s  common to  n a t u r a l is t  n o v e ls :  the 
ra ilw a y s ; ra in s to rm s ; s le a z y  suburbs and tenem ents; e f f e c t s  o f  
l i g h t .  But m ilie u  e s s e n t i a l l y  p ro v id e s  a p ic tu re sq u e  b a ck c lo th  
f o r  the a u th o r 's  view  o f  human p sy ch o lo g y . S u p e r f i c ia l l y ,
Bonne t a in 's  co n ce p t io n  o f  b e h a v io u r  may appear to  be very  
m ech a n istic  (th e  fo r c e  expended  by com pulsive onanism has to  
be re p la ce d  or  d e b i l i t a t i o n  r e s u l t s ) ,  (4 4 ) but in  f a c t ,  fa r  
from having an e f f e c t  o f  s c i e n t i f i c  p r e c is io n ,  h is  use o f  
m edical term in ology  a c t s  a lm o s t  in  an in ca n ta to ry  way, as a 
s o r t  o f  appeal to  m y ster iou s  f o r c e s  which dominate the l i f e  o f  
the in d iv id u a l .  Thus we re a d  o f  C h ario t and h is  m is tre s s  in
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the 14th ch a p ter , f o r  in s t a n c e :
Également d é tra q u e s , l 'u n  par son  mal h é r é d it a i r e ,  
l 'a u t r e  par s ix  ans de p r o s t i t u t io n  q u i n 'a v a ie n t  
q u 'e x c it é  son é tra n ge  u térom an ie , i l s  s 'a im è re n t  
eperdûment, mêlant dans un c o n t in u e l  c o n t a c t  le u r s  
d issem blab les  n é v r o s e s . (4 3 )
S e x u a lity  i s  n o t seen  w ith  a c l i n i c a l ,  d is p a s s io n a te  e y e , b u t , 
on the co n tra ry , in  lu r id  em otion a l te rm s. The author u s u a lly  
adopts a h ig h -p itch e d  ton e o f  V ic t o r ia n  d e n u n c ia t io n ; homo­
s e x u a lity  and m asturbation  are p re se n te d  as  loathsom e and 
d e s t r u c t iv e . We hear o f  ' l e s  m onstrueux m ystères  des p ra tiq u e s  
u n is e x u e lle s , ' ( 46 ) o r  th a t  ' . . .O r i g è n e  o u b l ia  se s  c r a in t e s ,  
r e p r is  de ses  d é s ir s  m a lsa in s e t  ob scèn es  d 'o n a n ia q u e . ' (4 7 )
B orie su ggests  th a t  C h a r io t  s 'a m u s e . . .  sums up n o t  m erely 
the c l i c h é s  o f  a l i t e r a r y  movement, b u t the m ed ica l myths o f  an 
ep och . ( 48) The c r e a t io n  o f  t h is  m yth ology  i s  n oted  by C orb in , 
in  a re ce n t a ccou n t o f  n in e te e n th -c e n tu r y  v iew s on m orbid h e r e d it y :
Tout se passe comme s i  l e s  m édecins é t a ie n t  amenés à 
trad u ire  dans un lan gage  s c i e n t i f i q u e  l e s  fantasm es 
qui h an ta ien t l a  b o u r g e o is ie  de l e u r  tem ps; mais ce  
fa is a n t ,  i l s  a p p o r ta ie n t  à ce s  mSmes fantasm es l a  
ca u tion  qui p e rm e tta it  à l 'im a g in a ir e  de se  muer en 
ce r t itu d e  s c i e n t i f i q u e .  (4 9 )
Thus whatever the sy s te m a tic  a b s u rd ity  o f  C h a r io t . (5 0 )  the 
n ovel j u s t i f i e s  th is  p a r e n t h e t ic a l  s u rv e y , both  because i t  
en capsu lates  three o f  the main a s p e c ts  o f  n a tu ra lism  (th e  
breaking o f  ta b o o s , an in s is t e n c e  on p h y s io lo g y ,  the use o f  
a language app aren tly  s c i e n t i f i c  but in  r e a l i t y  m ostly  d e r iv e d  
from e s ta b lis h e d  l i t e r a r y  m annerism s) and because by v i r t u e  o f  
i t s  extrem ity  i t  o f f e r s  a co n v e n ie n t y a r d s t ic k  a g a in st  w hich to  
measure n a t u r a l is t  n o v e ls  such as M arthe.
Huysmans' treatm ent o f  the m ed ica l myths and o b se s s io n s  
o f  h is  time in  Marthe seem s, th en , to  be r e l a t i v e l y  muted;
the book ends n e v e r th e le s s  w ith  a d o c t o r  d is s e c t in g  G in g in e t 's
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corp se  and g iv in g  a le c t u r e  on a lc o h o lis m  to  h is  assem bled  
s tu d e n ts . But i t  i s  a c t u a l ly  in  A r e b o u r s . En rade and La-bas 
th a t he t r e a t s  t o p ic s  l ik e  s y p h i l i s ,  n e u r o s is  and h y s t e r ia  in  
most d e t a i l .  O lr ik  p o in ts  o u t  th a t Buysmans u ses  a v a r ie t y  o f  
s t y le s  and ton es  in  M arthe. as though he were a tte m p tin g  'un 
grand p a s t ich e  de l 'é c r i t u r e  e t  des t h é o r ie s  n a t u r a l i s t e s . '  (5 1 ) 
The s im p le s t  v iew  o f  the n o v e l d oes in  f a c t  seem to  be th a t i t  
i s  a s o r t  o f  e s s a i  in  n a t u r a l is t  w r i t in g ,  s t a r t in g  from  a 
t y p ic a l  a rea  o f  in v e s t ig a t io n ,  l i k e  Les S oeu rs Y atard —  the 
p r o s t i t u t e ,  the bookb in dery  —  and p r e s e n t in g  a v a r i e t y  o f  
scen es and e p is o d e s : M arth e 's  p a re n ta g e , h er  temperament 
(b o th  e s ta b lis h e d  ra th e r  c r u d e ly , in  what lo o k s  l ik e  an 
attem pt to  g iv e  the data  th a t  w i l l  c o n d it io n  h er  l i f e ,  
a lthough  su b seq u en tly  they are b a r e ly  m e n tio n e d ); the 
d is cu s s io n  o f  the fa b r i c a t io n  o f  f a l s e  p e a r ls  (an a ttem p t 
a t  d ocu m en ta tion ); the th e a tr e , the m aison p u b liq u e . the 
m ortuary, and so  o n . From En ménage onw ards, a lth ou gh  
tab leau x  o f  contem porary s o c i e t y  have an im p ortan t p la c e ,  
they are more s t r i c t l y  su b ord in a ted  t o  the p s y c h o lo g ic a l  
in v e s t ig a t io n  o f  one c e n tr a l  c h a r a c te r ; the n a t u r a l i s t  
'p r o c è s -v e r b a l ' thus re ce d e s  in t o  the backgrou n d.
One o f  the problem s o f  both  Marthe and Les S oeu rs 
Yatard i s  in deed  the absence o f  a s t r o n g ly  d eve lop ed  f ig u r e  
to  p rov id e  a  u n ify in g  p e r s p e c t iv e  on the e v e n ts  o f  th e  n o v e l .
In  Marthe p a r t ic u la r ly  the t r a n s it io n  in  ton e  from , s a y , 
G in g in e t 's  v e rb a l d is p la y s ,  to  a c a r i c a t u r a l  a ccou n t o f  a 
th ea tre  perform an ce , to  a s e n t im e n ta lis e d  v iew  o f  p r o s t i t u t e s ,  
to  a m ild ly  humorous a ccou n t o f  L é o '8 d o m e st ic  s t r u g g le s ,  
c r e a te s  a c e r t a in  d is c o n t in u it y ,  and s im i la r ly  the t r a n s it io n
between the a c tu a l e p is o d e s  in  the book can  be somewhat abrupt 
and c o n fu s in g . For exam ple , a t  the b e g in n in g , a f t e r  the le n g th y  
d e s c r ip t io n  o f  a  perform ance a t  the Theft.tre de B ob in o, the 
cu r ta in  drops and we move b ru sq u e ly  fo rw a rd  tw e n ty -fo u r  hours 
to  the fo l lo w in g  n ig h t 's  p erform a n ce ; ( p .1 7 )  a page l a t e r ,  L e o 's  
co u r t in g  o f  Marthe i s  t r e a te d  in  an e q u a l ly  a c c e le r a te d  manner, 
w ith  the c o n c lu s io n i  'b r e f ,  11 p a rv in t  un s o i r  a l 'e n t r a l n e r  
chez l u i . '  ( p .  18) But f a r  from  then t r e a t in g  the ev en ts  o f  
th is  even in g  'c h e z  l u i ' ,  a s  we m ight e x p e c t ,  the author d e v o te s  
two pages to  G in g in e t 's  drunken co m p la in ts  about M arthe, w hich 
end the f i r s t  ch a p te r . The r e la t iv e  im m ediacy o f  th ese  scen es  
i s  then adandoned f o r  two c h a p t e r s , in  w hat we e v e n tu a lly  
r e a l is e  i s  a len g th y  b io g r a p h ic a l  p a r e n th e s is  about K arth e.
In  ch apter f o u r ,  Huysmans r a th e r  s u r p r is in g ly  does re tu rn  to  
the even in g  when Leo takes Marthe home, a lth ou gh  p re v io u s ly  
having g iven  the im p ress ion  i t  co u ld  be taken as r e a d .
As he i s  d e a lin g  w ith  th ree  c h a r a c te r s  who are n o t  alw ays 
to g e th e r , the author i s  f o r c e d  to  make v a r io u s  c h r o n o lo g ic a l  
sw itch es —  w ith  the r e s u l t  in  one case  (a s  B a ld ick  has p o in te d  
ou t) th at Leo i s  s a id  to  spend se v e ra l days a t  h is  m o th e r 's  in  
ch apter seven ( p .8 1 ) ,  when in  ch a p ter s i x  he re tu rn s  to  P a r is  
the day a f t e r  h is  d e p a r tu r e . In  the f i n a l  ch a p te r , Huysmans 
i s  o b lig e d  to  in tro d u ce  a m inor c h a r a c t e r ,  a m edical s tu d e n t , 
to  p rov ide  a p e r s p e c t iv e  from  w hich h is  th ree  main ch a ra c te r s  
can be d ism issed  —  and rem inds us r a t h e r  b e la te d ly  th a t th is  
stu d en t, who i s  n ever in d iv id u a l is e d ,  h as  appeared b r i e f l y  
e a r l i e r  on in  the b ook . Cogny acknow ledges these problem s by 
r e fe r r in g  to  what he c a l l s  a c in em a tic  tech n iqu e  ( 52 ) —  but 
th is  c u t t in g  from  one scen e  o r  p e r s p e c t iv e  to  a n oth er , o r  the
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changes in  tempo w hich a llo w  us to  ca tc h  up on m iss in g  in fo rm ­
a t io n , g iv e  an im p ress ion  o f  a ra th e r  clum sy p a tc h in g -to g e t h e r  
o f  e p is o d e s , and make the n o v e l hard to  read  as a  s t o r y .  One i s  
a ls o  rem inded o f  the k a le id o s c o p ic  tech n iqu e  fa v ou red  by the 
Goncourt b r o t h e r s ,  w hich a ga in  fr e q u e n t ly  makes t h e ir  n o v e ls  
i r r i t a t i n g l y  im p e n e tra b le . (5 3 )
The f i n a l  ch a p ter  o f  Marthe ta k es  p la ce  in  the m ortuary 
and autopsy room o f  the H bp ita l L a r ib o i s i è r e ,  b e g in n in g  by 
showing the a tten d a n t c le a n in g  down the room s, sw ig g in g  a 
b o t t le  o f  w ine and s t u f f in g  a  c o r p s e 's  f o o t  back in t o  i t s  
shroud, and en d in g  by show ing G in g in e t 's  co rp se  b e in g  d is s e c t e d  
f o r  a le c t u r e  on a lc o h o l is m . Such a macabre scen e  le a d s  H elen  
Trudgian t o  compare Marthe w ith  J u le s  J a n in 's  n o v e l L 'Ane m ort 
ou la  femme «g u illo t in é e  (1 8 2 9 ) w hich co n ta in s  a w hole s e r i e s  o f  
such g h o u lish  s ce n e s , (5 4 )  and she q u otes  F la u b e rt  as rem arking 
apropos o f  M arthe. 'S i  c ' e s t  l à  l e  n a tu ra lism e , q u 'e s t - c e  que l a  
f a n t a i s i e ? ' (5 5 ) M ario Praz c a l l s  L 'Ane mort 'a  parody o f  the 
rom an-charogne. '  (5 6 )  and Trudgian se e s  Marthe in  turn as an 
example o f  such  ' b as-rom an tism e ' .  One r e c a l l s  M orea s 's  
comment to  J u le s  H uret th a t n a tu ra lism  was ' l a  p o u r r itu r e  du 
rom an tism e.' (5 7 ) The poem 'A  1 'a m p h ith é â tre ’ , a  ju v e n i le  
p astich e  o f  B au d ela ire  by Paul A le x is ,  quoted a t  the head o f  
th is  ch a p te r , i s  a good i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f  th is  manneT. (5 6 )
In f a c t ,  much n a t u r a l is t  w r it in g  tends to  e x h ib i t  what one 
might c a l l  a  n e o -G o th ic  d e c o r :  the gloom y c a s t le  i s
rep laced  by the s le a z y  tenem ent, w ith  i t s  i l l - l i t  s t a i r c a s e  
and sord id  room s, whose le p ro u s  w a lls  ooze  —  o r  'p i s s '  —  w ith  
damp. These d e s c r ip t io n s  in  them selves o f t e n  a re  im p r e s s iv e ly  
a p p a llin g ; but they o ccu r  so  o f t e n  th a t they r i s k  d e g e n e ra t in g
in t o  ra th er  c l ic h é d  stage  d ir e c t i o n s  o r  e x e r c i c e s  de s t y l e .
ra th e r  than se rv in g  as testim on y to  had s o c i a l  c o n d it io n s .
In ch apter two o f  M arthe. the h e ro in e  and h er l o v e r  lan d
up in  'un a ffre u x  t e r r i e r  s i t u é  rue du C h erch e -M id i'>
C ette maison a v a it  to u te s  l e s  a l lu r e s  d 'u n  b ou ge.
Porte r o u i l l e u s e ,  zébrée  de sang de b o e u f e t  d 'o c r e ,  
lo n g  c o r r id o r  obscu r don t l e s  murs s u in t a ie n t  des g o u tte s  
n o ir e s  comme du c a f é ,  e s c a l i e r  é t r a n g e , c r ia n t  à chaque 
pesée de b o t t e s ,  im prégné des immondes sen teu rs  des e v ie r s  
e t  de l 'o d e u r  des la t r in e s  dont l e s  p o r te s  b a t t a ie n t  a 
tous l e s  v e n ts . ( . . . )  l e s  murs d é s h a b i l lé s  p is s a ie n t  des 
g o u t t e le t t e s  jaunes e t  l e  ca r r e a u , a v e c  ses  p la qu es  de 
v e r n is  é c a r la t e ,  sem b la it  une peau malade marbree 
d 'é r o s io n s  ro u g e s , ( p p .2 8 -2 9 )
Huysmans' e x h ib it io n  o f  the n o x io u s  odours and p u s tu la r  sk in  o f  
urban r e a l i t y  h elps e s ta b lis h  a t r a d it i o n  o f  n a t u r a l is t  d e s c r ip t ­
io n s .  (5 9 ) F ive yea rs  l a t e r ,  f o r  in s t a n c e , in  H enn iqu e 's  s t o r y  
'L es F u n é ra ille s  de Francine C lo a r e c ' ( 1 8 8 1 ) ,  we re a d :
M aintenant, une puanteur d 'é g o u t ,  une odeur de g r a i l l o n  
rance e t  de ch a rn ie r  en com bra ien t l a  r e s p ir a t i o n ,  s 'é ch a p p a n t 
des ca b in e ts  mal fe rm és , des plombs o u v e r t s ,  de c e r ta in e s  
p o r te s ,  de l a  p o u ss iè re  h u ile u s e  e t  humide répandu e. (6 0 )
As a p ass in g  u n d erta k er 's  a s s is t a n t  rem arks, '-C r é  nom, ça
sch lin g u e  fe rm e ! ' (6 1 ) W hile in  K irb e a u 's  Journ al d 'u n e  femme
de chambre. pub lish ed  in  1900, we re a d :
Les l 'e n t r é e ,  l 'e s c a l i e r  é t r o i t  e t  r a id e ,  avec ses  marches 
m alpropres qui c o l l e n t  aux se m e lle s  e t  sa  rampe humide qui 
p o is se  aux m ains, vous s o u f f l e  un a i r  em pesté au v is a g e ,  
une odeur de plombs e t  de c a b in e t s ,  e t  vous m et, dans l e  
co e u r , un découragem ent. (6 2 )
To comment on these d e s c r ip t io n s  i s  o b v io u s ly  n o t  to  say th a t 
such p la ce s  were n o t  common, o r  th a t a u th ors  were u n ju s t i f i e d  
in  r e c o rd in g  th e ir  e x is t e n c e . But f a r  from  sim ply s e t t in g  the 
s ce n e , Buch p re se n ta tio n s  o f  d é co r  tend to  draw a t te n t io n  to  
th em selves, e ith e r  through t h e i r  b a n a l i t y ,  o r ,  more o f t e n ,  by 
the s t y l i s t i c  verve  and lu r id n e s s  au th ors  d is p la y  in  the attem pt 
to  a vo id  a con v en tion a l r e p e t i t i o n  o f  a fa m i l ia r  s e t t in g .
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D e s c r ip t io n  i s  no lo n g e r  a n e u tra l ' t r a n s c r i p t i o n '  o f  r e a l i t y ,
b u t a p r e te x t  f o r  s t y l i s t i c  in d u lg e n c e , w h ich  ten ds to  produ ce
a k in d  o f  com ic e x a g g e r a t io n . O b je c ts  become l a r g e r ,  o r  g r o s s e r ,
than l i f e ,  o r  even take on l i f e ,  l ik e  the c h a ir  in  Marthe :
un v ie u x  f a u t e u i l  qui se r i g o l a i t  s e u l ,  p rè s  de l a  
chem inée, r i a n t  par to u te s  ses  c r e v a s s e s ,  t i r a n t ,  comme 
pour l e s  n a rg u e r , s e s  lan gu es  de c r in  n o i r  par to u te s  
l e s  fe n t e s  de ses  gu eu les  de v e lo u r s ,  ( p .2 9 )
This e x p lo r a t io n  o f  the w orld  o f  o b j e c t s ,  c a r r ie d  o u t  w ith
c a r ic a t u r a l  v e r v e , i s  a rgu a b ly  one o f  the s t r o n g e s t  p o in t s  o f
Huysmans' f i r s t  n o v e ls .  We have s e e n , to  co n c lu d e  t h is
d is c u s s io n  o f  Mar th e . th a t h is  t h e o r e t i c a l  adh eren ce  to  the
p u b l ic  o r  p s e u d o - s c ie n t i f i c  a rea s  o f  n a tu ra lis m  was a lw ays
somewhat h a l f -h e a r t e d ;  f o r  Buysmans n a tu ra lis m  p r im a r ily  meant
modernism in  s u b je c t  m atter and the d e s ir e  t o  use lan gu age as
a p la s t i c  medium. C on seq u en tly , Marthe o n ly  s k e tch e s  in  ra th e r
c u r s o r i ly  the d e t e r m in is t ic  n o t io n s  o f  h e r e d it y  and en v iron m en t,
w h ile  as a 'p r o c è s - v e r b a l '  on urban s q u a lo r  i t  i s  fragm en tary
in  i t s  a pp roach , and i t s  'd o cu m e n ta t io n ' may seem e i t h e r  c lu m s ily
co n tr iv e d  (th e  f a l s e  p e a r ls )  o r  even n e a re r  h o r r o r  rom an ticism
than re a lism  (th e  l a s t  c h a p t e r ) .  M oreover, how ever b la t a n t  i t s
t i t l e  may a pp ear, as an a ccou n t o f  p r o s t i t u t io n  i t  i s  d i s t i n c t l y
u n co n tro v e rs ia l : w h ile  Edmond de G oncourt p le a d s  a t  l e a s t  f o r  a
more humane penal system , Z o la  e x p lo r e s  the r a m i f i c a t io n s  o f
p o l i t i c a l  and sexu a l c o r ru p t io n  on a g ra n d io s e  s c a l e ,  and V ic to r
M a rgu eritte  s p e l l s  o u t the h o r r o rs  o f  v e n e r e a l d is e a s e  and b ou rgeo is
tu rp itu d e , Huysmans on the o th e r  hand, abandons h is  h e ro in e  and
shows h is  h ero  th a n k fu lly  re tu r n in g  to  the s t u l t i f y i n g  co m fo rts
o f  the b o u r g e o is ie .
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Apart from  o c c a s io n a l  m elodram atic f l o u r i s h e s ,  i t  i s  n o t
easy to  d e te c t  any hum anitarian  in t e n t io n  in  M arthe. The s o r t
o f  'g ro s s is s e m e n t ' g iven  t o  the arm chair in  Marthe i s  a ls o
a p p lied  to  p eop le  in  Huysmans' w orks, p rod u cin g  g l e e fu l  c a r ic a t u r a l
d is t o r t io n ,  p a r t ic u la r ly  in  the case  o f  secon d ary  f ig u r e s  whose
inn er l i f e  i s  o f  l i t t l e  im portan ce  to  the p l o t .  Thus in  ch a p ter
one o f  Marthe we are shown 'une a c t r i c e  énorme d on t l e  nez
m arin ait dans un l a c  de g r a i s s e '  and hear ' l a  t i r a d e  é ja c u lé e
par la  bonde de c e t t e  cuve h u m ain e.' (p .1 5 )  C e rta in  d e t a i l s  —
u su a lly  r e p u ls iv e  —  are s e iz e d  and m agn ified  o u t  o f  p r o p o r t io n !
the a c t r e s s 's  en orm ity  i s  a  p r e te x t  f o r  the ' l a c  de g r a i s s e ' .
C arica tu re  may seem to  be a  way o f  g iv in g  a ra p id  and memorable
d e s c r ip t io n  o f  a p e r s o n 's  app earan ce ; but i t  seems tr u e r  to  say
that the s t r o n g e s t  im p re ss io n  we r e c e iv e  i s  l e s s  o f  the ch a ra c te r
than o f  the a u t h o r 's  v e r b a l  o r  com ic in v e n t iv e n e s s .
In  6ome o f  Léon B lo y 's  H is t o ir e s  d é s o b lig e a n t e s , th is
technique i s  taken to  b iz a r r e  ex trem es:
Par l e  v i s a g e ,  e l l e  r e s s e m b la it  à une pomme de te r r e  
f r i t e  r o u lé e  dans de l a  r a c lu r e  de from a çe . Ses mains 
donn aien t à penser q u 'e l l e  a v a it  'd é t e r r e  sa  b i s a ï e u l e ' ,  
comme d i t  un p roverb e  S can d in ave. ( 63 )
One may s tru g g le  to  p ic t u r e  the appearance o f  someone who
resem bles a f r i e d  p o ta to  f o r  a w h ile , but the e la b o r a te
re fe re n ce  to  a presum ably apocryp h a l p roverb  w hich  adds a
touch o f  g r a tu ito u s  a b s u rd ity  in d ic a t e s  th a t B lo y , a p ro fe s s e d
adversary o f  n a tu ra lism , i s  p arody in g  th is  mannerism o f  the genre
w ith  h i la r io u s  v i r t u o s i t y .  In  'L e V ieux de l a  m a is o n ', the o ld
man in  q u estion
re s s e m b la it  à une v i e i l l e  mouche qui n 'a u r a i t  pas la ^  
f o r c e  de v o l e r  su r l e s  excrém ents e t  d on t l e s  a ra ign ées  
elles-m êm es ne v o u d ra ie n t  p lu s . ( 64)
In  f a c t ,  ta k e n  t o  t h i s  e x t r e m e ,  w r i t i n g  o f  t h i s  k i n d  i s  a l m o s t
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Apart from  o c c a s io n a l  m elodram atic f l o u r i s h e s ,  i t  i s  n o t
easy to  d e te c t  any hum anitarian in t e n t io n  in  M arthe. The s o r t
o f  'g r o s s is s e m e n t ' g iven  to  the arm chair in  Marthe i s  a ls o
a p p lied  to  p eop le  in  Buysmans' w ork s , p rod u cin g  g l e e f u l  c a r i c a t u r a l
d is t o r t io n ,  p a r t ic u la r ly  in  the ca se  o f  se con d a ry  f ig u r e s  whose
in n er l i f e  i s  o f  l i t t l e  im portance to  the p l o t .  Thus in  ch a p te r
one o f  Marthe we are shorn  'une a c t r i c e  énorme d o n t l e  nez
m arin ait dans un l a c  de g r a i s s e ' and h ear ' l a  t i r a d e  é ja c u lé e
par la  bonde de c e t t e  cuve h u m ain e.' ( p .1 5 )  C e rta in  d e t a i l s  —
u su a lly  re p u ls iv e  —  are s e iz e d  and m agn ified  o u t  o f  p r o p o r t io n :
the a c t r e s s 's  en orm ity  i s  a p r e te x t  f o r  the ' l a c  de g r a i s s e ' .
C aricatu re  may seem to  be a way o f  g iv in g  a ra p id  and memorable
d e s c r ip t io n  o f  a p e r s o n 's  app earan ce ; but i t  seems tr u e r  to  say
th at the s t r o n g e s t  im press ion  we r e c e iv e  i s  l e s s  o f  the ch a r a c te r
than o f  the a u t h o r 's  v e rb a l o r  com ic in v e n t iv e n e s s .
In  some o f  Léon B lo y 's  H is t o ir e s  d é s o b l ig e a n t e s , th is
technique i s  taken to  b iz a r r e  ex trem es :
Par l e  v i s a g e ,  e l l e  r e s s e m b la it  à une pomme de te r r e  
f r i t e  r o u lé e  dans de l a  r a c lu r e  de fro m a çe . Ses mains 
donnaient à penser q u 'e l l e  a v a i t  'd é t e r r e  sa  b i s a ï e u l e ' ,  
comme d i t  un p roverbe  S can d in ave . ( 63 )
One may s tru g g le  to  p ic tu r e  the appearance o f  someone who
resem bles a f r i e d  p o ta to  f o r  a w h ile ,  but the e la b o r a t e
re fe re n ce  to  a presum ably a pocryp h a l p roverb  w hich  adds a
touch o f  g r a tu ito u s  a b su rd ity  in d ic a t e s  th a t B lo y , a p r o fe s s e d
adversary o f  n a tu ra lism , i s  p a rod y in g  th is  mannerism o f  the genre
w ith h i la r io u s  v i r t u o s i t y .  In  'L e  V ieux de l a  m a is o n ',  the o ld
man in  q u estion
re sse m b la it  à une v i e i l l e  mouche qu i n 'a u r a i t  pas l a  
fo r c e  de v o l e r  su r l e s  excrém ents e t  don t l e s  a ra ig n é e s  
elles-m Sm es ne v o u d ra ie n t p lu s . ( 64)
I n  f a c t ,  ta k e n  t o  t h i s  e x t r e m e ,  w r i t i n g  o f  t h i s  k i n d  i s  a l m o s t
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the o p p o s ite  o f  'n a t u r a l i s t i c ' !  i t  ob tru d es  i t s e l f  between us 
and the w orld  i t  i s  a l l e g e d ly  r e p r e s e n t in g , com menting n o t  on 
r e a l i t y  but a  l i t e r a r y  te ch n iq u e . ( 6 5 ) As was b r i e f l y  n oted  a t  
the end o f  the l a s t  c h a p t e r , con tem porary  c r i t i c s  had a lrea d y  
observed  th is  o p a c ity  w hich i s  a p o t e n t ia l  ten dency  o f  n a t u r a l is t  
w r it in g , and seen  i t  as b e in g  a l l i e d  t o  a  fundam ental in d i f f e r e n c e  
towards the s u f f e r in g  humanity w hich i s  the a l le g e d  s u b je c t  o f  so  
many n a t u r a l is t  n o v e ls .  (6 6 )
In  Huysman8, c a r ic a t u r e  c e r t a in ly  form s p a r t  o f  what V a lery  
c a l le d  ' 1 'ep op ée  de l 'a v e n t u r e  s t y l i s t i q u e . '  ( 67 ) In  the l e s s  
w i l f u l l y  exa ggerated  manner Huysmans u ses  i t  can a ls o  be in te g r a te d  
in t o  what co u ld  be c a l l e d  a dehum anised p e r s p e c t iv e  on the w o r ld .
I f  o b je c t s  move tow ards an im ation  ( l i k e  the a rm ch a ir ) , p eop le  are 
d ep riv ed  o f  t h e ir  human q u a l i t i e s ,  m oving tow ards an animal or  
even inanim ate c o n d it io n :  the a c t r e s s  becomes a 'cu v e  hu m ain e '. (6 8 )  
This i s  p a r t ic u la r ly  apparen t i f  we turn  to  Les Soeurs V ata rd .
In h is  second n o v e l , w hich i s  tw ice  the le n g th  o f  Marthe and 
g e n e r a lly  more s u b s t a n t ia l ,  the a u th or  l in g e r s  ov er  in f e c t io n s  
or  b o d i ly  fu n c t io n s  w ith  an in s i s t e n c e  th a t makes v i r t u a l l y  every  
ch a ra cte r  seem to  be deform ed or d is e a s e d . Dropsy has reduced  
Mme Vatard to  a m in d le ss , b lo a te d  c r ip p l e ;  h er younger daughter 
D e s ir e e 's  charms are marred by a s q u in t ;  in  the a t e l i e r , one 
woman i s  wracked w ith  to o th a ch e , a n oth er  in fe s t e d  w ith  f l e a s ,  
w h ile  the forewoman has a bad eye and a l l  the women g iv e  o f f  
'une sen teu r f o r t e  de ch èvres  qui a u r a ie n t  g ig o t e  au s o l e i l . '  ( p .1 4 )  
Huysmans i s  fond  o f  g iv in g  a s o r t  o f  Gargantuan magnitude to  
the le s s  a t t r a c t iv e  b o d i ly  fu n c t io n s :  thus 'Une f i l l e  se moucha, 
sonnant comme d 'u n e  t r o m p e t te ;•(p p ?T o ) an oth er i s  seen  't o r c h a n t
l 'é t e r n e l l e  g o u t t iè r e  de son n e z ; ' ( p . 3 0 )  T e s to n 's  f la t u le n c e
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t e r r i f i e s  the e s t  w ith  i t s  v ig o u r .  The im m ediate im pression  
g iven  by th is  approach i s  o f  a com b in a tion  o f  g ro ss  humour and a 
f a n c i f u l ,  in v e rte d  p r e c io s i t y  —  when Huysmans w r it e s ,  f o r  in s ta n c e :
D é s iré e , que to u te s  ees  d is p u te s  n 'in t é r e s s a i e n t  g u è re , se
g r a t t a i t  la  jambe su r la q u e l le  f o l â t r a i t  une p u ce , (p .1 7 2 )
The image o f  the f l e a  d is p o r t in g  i t s e l f  v e r g e s  on parody ; one 
th inks o f  H ennique's b u r lesq u e  s t o r y ,  'B en jam in  R o z e s ',  about a 
law yer in fe c t e d  w ith  a tapeworm (an a l t e r n a t iv e  t i t l e  was 'Un 
dr&le de com pagn on '), o r  o f  Huysmans' own p rose  poem in  C roquis 
p a r is ie n s , which c e le b r a te s  the d iv e r s e  arom as o f  fem ale arm pits 
in  extended d e t a i l  ( 'L e  G o u s s e t ') .  But c u m u la t iv e ly , th is  manner 
tends to  degenerate in t o  a ra th e r  g r a t u it o u s  v u lg a r i t y :  i f  a ca t  
appears, i t  i s  in e v it a b ly  on h e a t , o r  d e v o u r in g  i t s  f l e a s ;  when 
a dog i s  seen  in  a r e s ta u r a n t , i t  does n o t  f a i l  to  cock  i t s  l e g  
a g a in st  a t a b le ,  and s o  on .
W ithin the c o n te x t  o f  th is  somewhat b r u t a lis e d  p h y s io lo g ic a l  
p re se n ta tio n  o f  h is  c h a r a c te r s , Huysmans d o e s  however tr y  to  
d eve lop  a moral or  p s y c h o lo g ic a l  p e r s p e c t i v e .  The a c t io n  o f  
Les Soeurs Vatard i s  m ain ly based on the amorous adventures o f  
the eponymous h e ro in e s , C é lin e  and D é s ir é e ,  and a c e r ta in  e f f o r t  
i s  made to  d e sc r ib e  t h e ir  em otion a l l i f e  and a s p ir a t io n s .  While 
Z o la 's  ch a ra cters  tend to  be tro u b le d  by u n c o n tr o l la b le  in s t in c t s  
(su ch  as the b lo o d lu s t  o f  the h ero  o f  La B6 te humaine) .  p eop le  in  
Huysmans' n o v e ls , l i k e  th ose  in  the G o n c o u r t s ',  are much more the 
prey o f  th e ir  n e rv e s . ( 69) Both C é lin e  and D és irée  s u f f e r  from 
the nervous exh au stion  and la s s itu d e  th a t  a f f l i c t  a l l  Huysmans' 
h e ro e s , where the p h y s ica l  and moral a re  in t im a te ly  l in k e d . (7 0 )
In f a c t ,  in  h is  s k i l f u l  a n a ly s is  in  Én ménage o f  what he c a l le d
la  c r is e  ju p o n n iè r e ',  the author in d i c a t e s  the dubiousness o f
eo
any p o la r is a t io n  o f  body and s o u l .  In  Les Soeurs V a ta rd . how ever, 
perhaps because he f e l t  i l l  a t  ease  d e a l in g  w ith  r e l a t i v e l y  
u n so p h is t ica te d  c h a r a c te r s , p h y s io lo g y  tends to  g e t  the b e t t e r  o f  
p sy ch o log y ; e m o tio n a l e x p e r ie n ce s  a re  seen  in  a s im p l i s t i c  way, 
or d im in ished  by the debunking e f f e c t  o f  the a u t h o r 's  co a rse  
p re se n ta tio n  o f  the p h y s ica l  a sp e cts  o f  c h a r a c te r s .  Thus g r i e f  
i s  expressed  in  much the same way as b low in g  o n e 's  nose was ( ' e l l e  
p le u r a it  avec un b r u it  d 'e c l u s e '  p .4 8 )  and when C e lin e  i s  
abandoned by a  l o v e r :
Le co e u r  g ro s  e t  l e s  yeux p le i n s ,  e l l e  g e ig n i t  longuem ent, 
pu is  e l l e  d ln a  chez une camarade e t  s ' o f f r i t  une t e l l e  
in d ig e s t io n  de b e ig n e ts  qu e, ne pouvant a rr ftte r  l e  b a l de 
son e s to m a c, e l l e  1 ' accom pagna, en m usique, de hoqu ets e t  
de p o in ts  d 'o r g u e .  ( p . 5 1 )
The jo c u la r  to n e  which d e s c r ib e s  th ese  m usical v a r ia t io n s  on 
in d ig e s t io n  s u g g e s ts  we are n o t meant to  take C e l in e 's  f e e l in g s  
too  s e r io u s ly :  the stomach r u le s  her e m o tio n s , s o  th a t when we 
see the phrase ' Quand son coeu r eu t term ine ses  gam bades,' ( p . 5 2 ) 
we no lo n g e r  know whether Huysmans i s  r e f e r r in g  to  in d ig e s t io n  
or  l o v e ,  her h e a r t -a c h e  o r  h er h e a r t -b u r n . When he d e s c r ib e s  the 
sexual mores o f  the b ro ch e u se s . the b r u t a l i t y  o f  t h e ir  l i a i s o n s  
i s  p a r t ly  a t t r ib u t e d  to  in s t in c t iv e  u rg e s  ( ' e l l e  e co u ta  l e s  
r e v e la t io n s  de sa  c h a ir ' p .4 8 ) ;  p u b erty  d r iv e s  C e lin e  to  men 
l ik e  a b it c h  on h ea t —  she i s  a 'g ra n d e  m&tine’ , wracked by 
b o i l in g  b lood  and m ounting d e s i r e s .  (7 1 )  But as w ith  h e r e d it y  in  
Marthe. Huysmans pays l i t t l e  more than p a ss in g  a t t e n t io n  to  th is  
z o o lo g ic a l  v o c a b u la r y .
What the book does r e v e a l more c o n s i s t e n t ly  i s  a c e r t a in  
h o s t i l i t y  tow ards the c h a r a c te r s . The a r t i s t  C yp rien , the on ly  
in t e l l e c t u a l  t o  app ear, t r e a ts  C e lin e  l ik e  a c h i ld ,  animal or  
i d i o t ,  w ith  a  m ixture o f  i r r i t a t i o n  and in d u lg e n ce ; and one
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r e a l ly  f e e l s  that Huysmans' a t t it u d e  towards h is  w o r k in g -c la s s  
ch a ra cte rs  i s  very  s im ila r  ( o r  a t  l e a s t  the n a r ra t iv e  tone he 
adopts i s ) .  In  ch a pter f o u r ,  (7 2 )  Auguste i s  seen t im id ly  
a g o n is in g  about D e s ire e , and a f t e r  a muted f l i r t a t i o n ,  f i n a l l y  
fa i lB  to  a c c o s t  h e r : but the humorous warmth o f  th is  o b s e r v a t io n  
o f  human fe e l in g s  i s  d is p e l l e d  by the f in a l  sen ten ce  o f  the 
ch a p ter , which o f f e r s  a c a r ic a t u r a l  im p ress ion  o f  the o b je c t  o f  
h is  a f f e c t i o n  a s le e p :
e n fo u is sa n t  son b la n c  museau.dans le  t r a v e r s in , e l l e  
r o n f l o t t a  gen tim en t, l a  bouche mal ou verte  e t  l e  nez 
ch a n tan t. (p .7 6 )
fom ents when people  m ight be seen w ith  d ig n it y  or sympathy are  
sometimes cu r io u s ly  d ev a lu ed , as though the author were determ ined  
to  debase h is  ch a r a c te r s . At the end o f  ch a p ter  e ig h t ,  the 
co u p le ’ s modest k is s e s  are d e r id e d  by p r o s t i t u t e s ;  sex  i s  redu ced  
to  the most b ru ta l m ercenary l e v e l  —  and in  f a c t  the book shows 
how a f f e c t i o n  i s  f i n a l l y  eroded  by p e t t y ,  b u t more dom inant, 
f in a n c ia l  co n ce rn s . A p p ro p r ia te ly  enough, ch a p ter  e ig h t  ends 
w ith Auguste s o u r ly  w ish in g  D e s ire e  had paid  f o r  her share o f  the 
e v e n in g 's  e n te r ta in m e n t .' J . - P .  V i l c o t  has p o in te d  ou t the 
v iru le n ce  o f  Huysmans' a t t it u d e  tow ards h is  ch a ra cte rs  in  
Les Soeurs Y atard . to  the e x te n t  o f  com paring him w ith  Hieronymus 
Bosch. He a ls o  remarks how fa r  t h is  manner i s  from Z o la 's  
tenderness f o r  h is  p opu lar c h a ra c te r s  or  the l a t t e r 's  im p lie d  
concern  about s o c ia l  i n j u s t i c e .  ( 7 3 )
U n su rp r is in g ly , the secon d ary  ch a ra c te r s  in  Les Soeurs 
Vatard are o fte n  p resen ted  in  a b r i e f  sketch  which draws s im u ltan eou s 
a tte n t io n  to  th e ir  r e p e l le n t  p h y s ic a l  and m oral q u a l i t i e s .
D e scr ib in g  one o f  C e l in e 's  l o v e r s ,  the author r e fe r s  to  'un 
g r in g a le t  chauve qui a v a it  une j o u f f l u r e  d 'a n ge  e t  des reg a rd s
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noyés d 'i v r o g n e , '  ( p . 48 ) o r  's a  fr im o u ss e  éd en tée  d 'a r s o u i l l e . '  ( p .5 4 )  
Her lo v e r s  seem to  be specim ens from  a common m ould, and th e ir  
q u a l i t i e s  are l im it e d  to  c e r t a in  t y p i f y in g  t r a i t s  (d ru n k a rd , 
v i l l a i n ,  w om an iser), som etim es d e p ic t e d  in  a language based on 
p opu lar c l i c h é «
Corrompu ju sq u 'a u x  m o e l le s ,  m auvais comme une t e ig n e ,  
hargneux comme un c o c h e r , i l  n 'a v a i t  aucun éga rd  pour 
l e s  femmes, ( p . 50 )
Use o f  fa m il ia r  o r  p op u lar lan gu age in  n a r r a t iv e  p a ssa g es  i s  
v e ry  common in  Les Soeurs Y a ta rd . and produ ced  the f o l lo w in g  
com pla in t from  F lau b ert«
Quand c ' e s t  l 'a u t e u r  q u i p a r le ,  p ou rq u o i p a r le z -v o u s  
comme v o s  person n ages? N otez  que vou s a f f a i b l i s s e z  par 
l à  l 'i d i o m e  de vos  p e rso n n a g e s . Que j e  ne comprenne pas 
une lo c u t io n  em ployée par un voy ou  p a r is ie n ,  i l  n 'y  a 
pas de m al. ( . . . )  Mais quand l 'é c r i v a i n  e m p lo ie , par l u i -  
même, un tas  de mots qu i ne s o n t  dans aucun d i c t io n n a ir e ,  
a lo r s  j ' a i  l e  d r o i t  de me r é v o l t e r  co n tre  l u i .  ( . . . )
Pourquoi d ir e  des f r u s q u e s . au l i e u  de hardes ou h a b it s ?  (7 4 )
The most ob v io u s  sou rce  o f  i n s p i r a t i o n  f o r  th is  te ch n iq u e  i s  o f
cou rse  Z o la , to  whom the n o v e l i s  d e d ic a t e d .  But T i l c o t ' s
comments a lr e a d y  in d ic a t e  the l i m i t s  o f  su ch  an a n a lo g y .
J .  D ubois has o u t l in e d  the e f f e c t  produced  by the in t r u s io n
o f  p opu lar speech  in t o  the n a r r a t iv e  o f  L 'A ssom m oir, p u b lish e d
two y e a r8 b e fo r e  Les Soeurs V a ta rd . I t  g oes  beyond p ic tu re sq u e n e ss
to  r e f l e c t  the m e n ta lity  o f  the m il ie u  the n ov e l d e s c r ib e s .  The
n a r ra t iv e  v o i c e  e x p re sse s  a s o r t  o f  c o m p l ic i t y  w ith  the c h a r a c te r s ,
who through the medium o f  s t y l e  i n d i r e c t  l i b r e  e x p re s s  them selves
in s id e  the n a r ra t io n  as w e ll  as in  the d ia lo g u e .
I l  y a ,  dans L 'A ssom m oir, ce phénomène s i  rem arquable de 
mimétisme e n tra în a n t  l e  n a rra te u r  à em prunter l a  manière 
de d is c o u r ir  des p e rso n n a g e s , a vec  langue p e u p le ^ e t forme 
de l ' i n d i r e c t  l i b r e ,  ou e n co re  à c é d e r  l a  p la ce  à une so r te  
de v o ix  c o l l e c t i v e ,  sem blan t de ch oeu r p o p u la ir e ,  qui r e la t e  
e t  commente l ’ événem ent, de fa ç o n  v o lo n t ie r s  d i f fu s e  e t  
c a n ca n iè r e . (7 5 )
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Thus, to  g iv e  a sim ple exam ple quoted by C r e s s o t , the n a r r a t o r 's  
words fu se  w ith  the c h a r a c t e r s '«  'L a  s o c ié t é  r i a i t ,  se  t o r d a i t .
C et animal de Mes B ottes  é t a i t  a llu m é .' (7 6 )  At t im e s , the 
com bin ation  o f  p opu lar v o ca b u la ry  w ith  a r e f in e d  l i t e r a r y  syntax 
produces a d is co r d a n t  n ote  —  V is s iè r e  has p o in te d  o u t  th a t Z o la  
a ls o  uses many ' f i n - d e - s i è c l e  ' mannerisms in  L 'A ssom m oir. (7 7 )
To re tu rn  to  Les S oeu rs V atard . i t  i s  n o t  d i f f i c u l t  to  
f in d  exam ples o f ,  sa y , f r e e  in d i r e c t  sp e e ch , w h ich  m ight su g g est 
the d e s ir e  to  a ch iev e  a s im i la r  e f f e c t  to  Z o la , a lth o u g h  o f t e n  
enough they are sim ply an e l l i p t i c a l  r e p o r t  o f  s p e e c h : D ésirée
a v a it  des f r i s s o n s  dans l e  d o s , b rrou ! ça  d e v a it  ê t r e  f r o i d . . . '  (p .8 9 )  
Huysmans a ls o  uses many n o n - l i t e r a r y  synonyms, w h ich  m ight perhaps 
be seen as r e f l e c t i o n s  o f  a  c h a r a c t e r 's  la n gu a ge : 'L a  v o is in e  
opina^de l a  h u r e ; ' ( p . 98) ' i l  fa u d r a it  en core  r e t o u r n e r  ch ez le  
q u e n o t t ie r . '  (p .9 9 )  Most s t r ik in g  o f  a l l  i s  the fr e q u e n t  occu rren ce  
o f  what sound l ik e  p opu lar ca tch p h ra ses  and s im i l e s :  'T endre comme 
un moineau e t  soû la rd  comme une g r iv e ,  c ' é t a i t  un c o m p è r e . . . '  ( p . 58) ;  
D és irée  i s  'p ro p re  comme un p e t i t  s o u . '  (p .6 7 )  ( 7 8 )  At the same 
tim e, wè f in d  a j o v ia l  b r u t a l i t y  in  the d e s c r ip t io n s  o f  the co a rs e r  
a sp e cts  o f  the b ro ch e u se s ' l i f e ,  which m ight B u ggest a 
humorous r e s ig n a t io n : 'S a  b r o u i l le  avec Eugène n 'é t a i t  pas survenue 
d 'a i l l e u r s ,  sans une ca re s s e  p ro lon g ée  de p o i n g s . . . '  ( p . 5 2 )
But i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to  r e c o n c i le  th ese v a r io u s  s t y l i s t i c  
d e v ic e s ,  which seem to  be p a r t  o f  a s o r t  o f  sy m p a th etic  movement 
towards the w orld  o f  the b ro ch e u se s . w ith  the v e r y  e v id e n t  a n t i ­
pathy the v o ic e  which n a rra te s  LeB Soeurs V atard r e v e a ls  towards 
them. Apart from  the d eb a sin g  in s is t e n c e  on p h y s ic a l  u g l in e s s  
a lread y  d is c u s s e d , there a re  many d i r e c t l y  d is m is s iv e  o r  contem ptuous 
comments on the c h a r a c t e r s ' op in io n s  o r  b eh a v iou r th rou ghou t the
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book . We m ight r e c a l l  Huysmans' remark in  an undated l e t t e r  to
E . M on trosier ( f o r  he was h im s e l f ,  o f  c o u r s e , the p a rt-o w n e r  o f
a b ookb in d ery , in h e r i t e d  from  h is  s t e p fa t h e r ) :
je  v a is  p a s s e r  une a g réa b le  s o ir é e  à d is c u t e r  a v ec  des 
vau rien nes à p rop os  de 2 sous -  heureusem ent que j e  l e s  
a i t r a i t é e s  p lu s  que ca v a liè rem en t dan sm on  l i v r e .  Quand 
j ' a i  tro p  d 'e n n u i  avec e l l e s ,  j e  songe à l a  boue dans 
la q u e l le  j e  l e s  a i  t r a în é e s  e t  ça  me c o n s o le !  (7 9 )
The n a rra to r  c o n s t a n t ly  d is s o c ia t e s  h im se lf  from  the c h a r a c t e r s ,
e ith e r  by d ir e c t  comment (a  jo k e  i s  ' i n e p t ' ,  p .7 ) ,  sarcasm  (a
banal remark i s  ' c e t t e  id é e  t r è s  n e u v e ',  p .4 4 ) ,  o r  by show ing
th e ir  behaviour in  an i r o n i c a l ,  o r  sim ply lu d ic r o u s ,  c o n t e x t .
In ch apter two ( s e c t i o n  tw o ) , an even in g  w ith  the T eston s
produces a c o n v e r s a t io n  la rd e d  w ith  popu lar b S t is e s  ( f o r  exam ple,
a d is cu s s io n  about w hether one can cure an in f e c t e d  f in g e r  by
s t ic k in g  i t  up a f r o g ' s  a n u s ), which both  re v e a l  the l im i t a t io n s
o f  the ch a ra cte rs  and are  a ls o  amusing a t  t h e ir  e x p e n se .
E lsew here, h ow ever , one som etim es b eg in s  to  f e e l  th a t  the
v o ic e  t e l l i n g  the s t o r y  b e lon gs  to  a sou r m isanthrope and th a t
the ch a ra cte rs  are l e s s  s tu p id  than he perhaps im p l ie s .  In
ch apter e ig h t ,  when Auguste and D ésirée  go to  a perform an ce a t
Bobino (n o t  the th e a tr e  seen in  M arthe. but the one w hich  B t i l l
e x is t s  in  the rue de l a  G a ie t é ) ,  the scene i s  p re se n te d  w ith  the
custom ary c a r i c a t u r a l  v e r v e . As in  M arthe. the s in g e r  i s  n o t
sim ply bad but seen  to  be a ccom p lish in g  a r i t u a l  w hich  has l i t t l e
to  do w ith  m usic: she i s  'une femme g ig o ta n t  des b ra s  e t  b eu g la n t
dans un enragé v a ca rm e , ' ( p . 1 3 7 ) and, the author o b s e r v e s , 'u ne
so r te  de fumée n o ir e  f l o t t a i t  dans l e  ra v in  en trev u  sou s son
a i s s e l l e . '  (p .1 3 9 )  The admiration Bhown by D é s ir é e , m entioned
a f t e r  th is  p r e s e n t a t io n , thus has to  be seen  in  h e a v ily  i r o n i c a l
term s. A b e t te r  exam ple o f  the way sim ple p le a su re s  a re  p la ce d
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in  what seems an u n n e c e s s a r i ly  so u r  c o n te x t  o cc u rs  in  ch a p ter  
fo u r te e n , when C e lin e  and D e s ir e e , o b l ig e d  to  spend Sunday a t  
home, e n v io u s ly  watch t r ip p e r s  s e t t i n g  o f f  on th e tr a in s  to  
V e r s a i l le s  ( t h e ir  b u i ld in g  lo o k s  on to  the ra ilw a y  l in e s  from  
M ontparnasse). Ve m ight sh are t h e i r  f e e l in g s  —  but the n a r r a to r  
launches in t o  a p a r t i c u la r ly  a c id  a t ta c k  on the fa tu ou sn ess  o f  
p ic n ick in g  e x p e d it io n s , ( p p .235 - 3 6 ) w hich sounds more l ik e  bad 
temper than anyth in g  e l s e .  I n t e r e s t in g ly  enough , h is  tone 
changes com p lete ly  two pages l a t e r  o n , when th ere  i s  an 
a f f e c t io n a t e ly  d e t a i le d  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  the lo co m o t iv e s  in  the 
s t a t io n ,  and the s i s t e r s '  p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n  o f  t h e i r  fa v o u r it e  
engine i s  con tin u ed  by the n a r r a t o r .
A ll  these exam ples com bine to  s u g g e s t , in  f a c t ,  th a t th ere  
i s  an am bivalence o r  in co h e re n ce  in  the n a r ra t iv e  p e r s p e c t iv e  o f  
Les Soeurs V ata rd . On the one hand, w o r k in g -c la s s  p eop le  are 
dehumanised; we r e c a l l  Huysmans' d e s ir e  f o r  reven ge as the 
c a p i t a l i s t  irk ed  by the tiresom e  demands o f  h is  em p loyees.
Y et a t  the same tim e, o b j e c t s ,  the phenomena o f  the m a te r ia l 
w or ld , are evoked w ith  l o v in g  d e t a i l ;  the sou rn ess  w ith  w hich 
p eop le  are seen g iv e s  way to  what seems to  be a fa s c in a te d  urge 
to  re cord  the w orld  they l i v e  in  as f a i t h f u l l y  as p o s s i b l e .  (8 0 ) 
But in  the area  which Huysmans has chosen  to  in v e s t ig a t e ,  
popu lar cu ltu re  (la n g u a g e , m o r a l i t y ,  e n terta in m en t, e t c . )  
o b v io u s ly  p lays an im p ortan t p a r t ;  co n s e q u e n tly , he du ly  r e c o r d s  
some o f  i t s  m a n ife s ta t io n s , u s in g  the l i n g u i s t i c  d e v ic e s  d is cu s s e d  
above to  g iv e  a s o r t  o f  a u t h e n t i c i t y  to  h is  p r e s e n ta t io n . Thus 
a t  B obino, we have tou ch es  o f  s t y l e  in d i r e c t  l i b r e  ( ’ Comme p r ix  
c 'e t a i t  ch e r , par e x e m p l e . . . ' ,  p . 1 3 7 ) ,  o r  throughout the book
se v e ra l examples o f  the p op u la r  son gs whose 'p o e t r y ' i s  d is cu s s e d
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by D esiree  and Auguste in  ch a p ter  s i x .  ( p p . 1 1 0 -1 1 ) However, 
s in c e  popu lar cu ltu re  i s  in s e p a ra b le  from  p e o p le ,  i t  seems a lm ost 
th a t Huysmans cannot r e s i s t  the r e v u ls io n  th ey  in s p ir e  in  him, 
and h is  a dop tion  o f  the c h a r a c t e r s ' lan gu a ge  i s  overwhelmed by 
the tone o f  sa rd on ic  s a t i r e  w hich p rod u ces  a  ra th e r  d is t o r t e d  
view  o f  humanity.
S ig n i f i c a n t ly ,  F la u b e rt  com pla in ed  t o  HuysmanB th a t Les 
Soeurs Vatard la ck ed  a u n if ie d  p e r s p e c t iv e  and co n s id e re d  th at 
h is  use o f  ' l e s  e x p re s s io n s  c a n a i l l e s ' ,  f a r  from  b e in g  a psych o­
l o g i c a l  o r  documentary in n o v a t io n , was s im p ly  ' ( d e )  l a  rh é to r iq u e  
r e t o u r n é e . ' (8 1 ) R h e to r ic  or  s t y l i s t i c  flam boyan ce b eg in s  to  
assume the same im portance as the c r e a t io n  o f  a w o r ld . (8 2 )
I f  F la u b ert c r i t i c i s e s  Huysmans, i t  i s  n o t  f o r  p ayin g  a tte n t io n  
to  language a t  the expense o f  r e a l i t y ,  b u t f o r  ta k in g  up 
u n th in k in g ly  the ready-m ade form u las and mannerisms which now 
s t r ik e  us as t y p ic a l  o f  the m inor n a t u r a l i s t  n o v e l .  Huysmans' 
p re fe re n ce  f o r  d e s c r ib in g  o b je c t s  r a th e r  than p e o p le , o r  more 
a c c u r a te ly , h is  p re fe re n ce  f o r  d e s c r ip t io n  as opposed  to  a c t io n  
o r  p s y ch o lo g ic a l  in v e s t ig a t io n  in  Les S oeu rs  V atard . and a ls o  in  
Marthe and En ménage, i s  o f  co u rse  a t y p i c a l  fe a tu r e  o f  the 
r e a l i s t  and n a t u r a l is t  t e x t :  the em phasis s h i f t s  from  man 
(who th inks and a c t s )  to  the w o r ld , and man i s  seen la r g e ly  as 
a fu n c t io n  o f  the w o r ld . In  a w ell-kn ow n  a r t i c l e  on 'L 'E f f e t  de 
r é e l ' ,  Roland Barthes announced th a t  d e s c r ip t io n  in  the n in e te e n th -  
cen tu ry  n ov e l was in ten ded  to  c r e a te  a r e f e r e n t ia l  p le n itu d e ; 
o b je c t s  are d e scr ib e d  to  c re a te  an ' e f f e t  de r é e l ' ,  to  convey 
the i l l u s i o n  o f  an a b so lu te  a u t h e n t i c i t y .  (8 3 )  But a t  the same 
tim e, Barthes a ls o  n oted  th a t f o r ,  s a y , F la u b e r t  r h e t o r ic  or 
the m anipulation  o f  language was as im p orta n t as the r e a l i s t
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im p e r a t iv e . (8 4 )  These two te n d e n c ie s  (tow a rd s  r e a l is m  or
w r it in g  and r h e t o r i c )  are a ls o  ob se rv e d  by B ersan i in  F la u b e r t 's
w ork. In  c e r t a in  d e s c r ip t io n s  in  Madame B ovary . th in g s  's im p ly
are t h e r e ' t ( 8 5 ) but a t  the same t im e , the s t a t i c  n atu re  o f  h is
p l o t s ,  the p a s s iv i t y  o f  h is  h eroes
a l l  c r e a t e  s itu a t io n s  o f  l i t t l e  d ra m atic  p r e s s u r e , 
s i t u a t io n s  in  which s t y l i s t i c  v i r t u o s i t y  seems a lm ost 
n e ce s s a ry  to  su sta in  the n a r r a t iv e .  A p o v e rty  o f  
ev e n t and o f  p s y c h o lo g ic a l  i n t e r e s t  p ro v id e s  o c c a s io n s  
in  w hich language j u s t i f i e s  F la u b e r t 's  d is t r u s t  o f  
language by dem onstrating  i t s  independence from  the 
l i f e  w hich  f i c t i o n  presum ably r e f l e c t s .  ( 86)
In  L 'é d u ca t io n  se n t im e n ta le . B ersan i a rg u e s , the o n ly  a ff ir m a t io n
i s  d e s c r ip t io n ;  i t s  main even ts  are i t s  'p o l i s h e d ,  e x c e s s iv e ly
w r it te n  d e s c r i p t i o n s . '  (8 7 )
These p o in ts  should  be borne in  mind when one a n a ly ses
the r e la t io n s  between ch a r a c te r , n a r r a t iv e  p e r s p e c t iv e  and
d e s c r ip t io n  in  a n ove l l ik e  Les S oeu rs V a ta rd . Like M arthe.
the n o v e l has no ce n tr a l ch a ra cte r  s t r o n g  enough to  s e rv e  as
a f o c a l  p o in t  f o r  the a c t io n ,  and i s  f a i r l y  crude in  i t s
attem pts a t  p s y c h o lo g ic a l  e x p lo r a t io n .  At the same tim e th ere
i s  a c e r t a in  a im lessn ess  in  the p l o t ,  and an abundance o f
d e s c r ip t iv e  w r it in g  b a re ly  r e la te d  to  any ch a ra c te r  (beyond
the r e c o r d in g  eye  o f  the n a r r a t o r ) .  Not o n ly  do such  fe a tu r e s
make the book hard to  r e a d , but a l s o ,  as Hennequin rem arked,
th ere i s  a d is cre p a n cy  between the s h a llo w  ch a ra c te r s  and th e ir
r i c h l y  d e s c r ib e d  su rrou n d in gs:
V is ib le m e n t , M. Huysmans ne t r o u v a i t  pas à l o g e r  dans 
ce s  âmes é t r o i t e s ,  to u t  1 'ép a n ou issem en t de se s  q u a lit é s  
de p e in tr e  v e r b a l .  I l  se m it à l 'a i s e  dans En Menage 
e t  e u t r e c o u rs  aux a r t i s t e s .  ( 88 )
One sh ou ld  perhaps beware o f  t r y in g  to  j u s t i f y  d e s c r ip t io n  
sim ply as a fu n c t io n  o f  c h a r a c t e r is a t io n .  P r o fe s s o r  C .A . Burns,
f o r  in s ta n c e , rem arks, apropos o f  C é a rd 's  n o v e l Une b e l l e  jo u r n é e 8
l a  d e s c r ip t io n  n 'e s t  pas g r a t u it e  dans Une b e l l e  jo u r n é e : 
e l l e  c ré e  l 'a tm o sp h è re  e s s e n t i e l l e  pour com prendre ce  qu i 
se passe dans l e  co e u r  d 'E r n e s t in e  Duhamain. (6 9 )
But the n o t io n  th a t d e s c r ip t io n  must somehow be m otiva ted  by
being su b ord in a ted  to  the p e r s p e c t iv e  o f  a p a r t ic u la r  c h a r a c te r ,
or o th erw ise  becom es' g r a t u i t o u s ' ,  i s  p rob a b ly  n o t s u f f i c i e n t  to
exp la in  the sh eer amount o f  spa ce  g iven  up to  the p re s e n ta t io n
o f  o b je c t s  and la n d sca p es  in  n a t u r a l i s t  w r it in g .  T a lk in g  o f  the
ra instorm  in  p a r t  th ree  o f  Une b e l l e  jo u r n é e . Burns c o n t in u e s :
La p lu ie  sym bolise  par sa  c o n t in u it é ,  par sa  l i q u i d i t é ,  
l a  d is s o lu t io n  a b so lu e  des r&ves de l 'h é r o ïn e  e t  l e  
c a r a c t è r e  in form e de l a  v i e  des hommes. ( 90)
Although th is  in t e r p r e t a t io n  i s  perhaps th a t  which Céard in v i t e s
us to make, on another l e v e l ,  one m ight say th a t , l i k e  the w o r ld ,
the ra in  i s  sim ply ' t h e r e ' .  I t s  p resen ce  has an im portan t fu n c t io n
in  the p l o t ,  s in c e  i t  f o r c e s  Mme Duhamain to  stay  w ith  Trudon in
the re s ta u ra n t  —-  and t h is  entrapm ent perhaps su g g ests  the
e x i s t e n t ia l  c la u s t r a t io n  w hich the c o n c lu s io n  o f  the n ove l
p o in ts  t o .  At the same tim e i t  p ro v id e s  p a r t  o f  the iro n y  in
the t i t l e  Une b e l l e . j o u r n é e , s in c e  the day i s  a f a i lu r e  c l im a t i c a l l y
as w ell as in  o th e r  r e s p e c t s ;  b e s id e s ,  the lo n g  d e s c r ip t io n
devoted to  the ra in  i s  a ls o  a d e la y in g  t a c t i c  in  t h is  book
'abou t n o th in g ' —  a way o f  em ph asising  the monotony and
o rd in a r in e s s  o f  even ts  by the sh eer  space i t  takes up .
But i f  one lo o k s  a t  such a p ie c e  o f  d e s c r ip t io n  in  a
wider c o n t e x t ,  one wonders i f  such a ttem pts to  re cu p era te
n a t u r a l is t  s e t p ie c e s  e x c lu s iv e ly  in  terms o f  sym bol, theme,
ch a ra cte r  are n o t  in a d eq u a te . I t  seems hard to  a t t r ib u t e  any
sym bolic va lu e  to  the t o r r e n t ia l  downpour d e sc r ib e d  w ith
magnificent gusto in chapter two .(section two) of Les Soeurs Vatard.
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f o r  in s ta n ce , rem arks, apropos o f  C é a r d 's  n ov e l Une b e l l e  jo u r n é e :
la  d e s c r ip t io n  n 'e s t  pas g r a t u i t e  dans Une b e l l e  .jo u rn é e : 
e l l e  cré e  l 'a tm o s p h è re  e s s e n t i e l l e  pour com prendre c e  qui 
se passe dans l e  co e u r  d 'E r n e s t in e  Duhamain. ( 69)
But the n o t io n  th a t  d e s c r ip t io n  must somehow he m otiv a ted  hy
b e in g  su bord in ated  to  th e  p e r s p e c t iv e  o f  a p a r t ic u la r  c h a r a c t e r ,
or  o th erw ise  becomes ' g r a tu ito u s  ' , i s  p ro b a b ly  n o t  s u f f i c i e n t  to
;
e x p la in  the sh eer  amount o f  space  g iv e n  up to  the p r e s e n ta t io n
o f  o b je c t s  and la n d sca p e s  in  n a t u r a l i s t  w r i t in g .  T a lk in g  o f  the
ra instorm  in  p a r t  th ree  o f  Une b e l l e  -jou rn ée. Burns c o n t in u e s :
La p lu ie  sy m b o lise  par sa  c o n t in u i t é ,  par sa  l i q u i d i t é ,  
l a  d is s o lu t io n  a b so lu e  des rê v e s  de l 'h é r o ïn e  e t  l e  
ca ra c tè re  in form e de l a  v i e  des hommes. ( 90)
A lthough th is  in t e r p r e t a t io n  i s  perhaps th a t w hich  Céard in v i t e s
us to  make, on a n oth er l e v e l ,  one m ight say th a t , l i k e  th e  w o r ld ,
the ra in  i s  s im p ly  ' t h e r e ' .  I t s  p resen ce  has an im p orta n t fu n c t io n
in  the p l o t ,  s in c e  i t  f o r c e s  Mme Duhamain to  s ta y  w ith  Trudon in
the res ta u ra n t —  and t h i s  entrapm ent perhaps su g g e sts  th e
e x i s t e n t ia l  c la u s t r a t io n  which the c o n c lu s io n  o f  the n o v e l
p o in ts  t o .  At the same time i t  p r o v id e s  p a r t  o f  the i r o n y  in
the t i t l e  Une b e l l e  '.jo u rn é e , s in c e  the day i s  a f a i lu r e  c l i m a t i c a l l y
as w e ll as in  o th e r  r e s p e c t s ;  b e s id e s ,  the lo n g  d e s c r ip t io n
devoted  to  the ra in  i s  a ls o  a d e la y in g  t a c t i c  in  th is  book
'a b ou t n o th in g ' —  a way o f  em p h asisin g  the monotony and
o rd in a r in e ss  o f  ev en ts  by the sh e e r  space  i t  takes up.
But i f  one lo o k s  a t  such a p ie c e  o f  d e s c r ip t io n  in  a
w ider c o n te x t , one w onders i f  such  a ttem pts to  re cu p e ra te
n a t u r a l is t  s e t p ie c e s  e x c lu s iv e ly  in  terms o f  sym bol, them e,
ch a ra cte r  are n o t  in a d e q u a te . I t  seems hard to  a t t r ib u t e  any
sym bolic va lu e  to  the t o r r e n t ia l  downpour d e s c r ib e d  w ith
magnificent gusto in chapter two .(section two) of Les Soeurs Vatard.
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f o r  in s ta n c e . (9 1 )  I f  one o f  the te n d e n c ie s  o f  n a tu ra lism  i s  to  
d is p la c e  the in d iv id u a l from  the c e n tr e  o f  the work by em p h asisin g  
environm ent, docum entation  and so  o n , i t  seems no more l o g i c a l  to  
e x p e c t  d e s c r ip t io n  to  fu n c t io n  in  terms o f  ch a ra cte r  th a n , s a y , 
to  redu ce  ch a ra cte r  to  the r o l e  o f  f ig u r e s  in  a la n d sc a p e . A 
t i t l e  l ik e  C rocu ls  p ariE len s  in d i c a t e s  th a t n o t io n s  su ch  as 
' l ' e f f e t  de r e e l ' ,  l i t e r a r y  im p ress ion ism  o r  the p l a s t i c  powers 
o f  language might be p o t e n t ia l l y  more f r u i t f u l .
N e v e rth e le ss , the r e a d e r  u n dou bted ly  f e e l s  more a t  ea se  in  
Huysmans' th ird  n ov e l En m enage, where a dominant c e n tr a l  c h a r a c te r ,  
Andre Jayan t, adds a s o r t  o f  d i r e c t i n g  human presence a b se n t in  
Les Soeurs Y atard . Z o la  p ro c la im e d  h is  d is l ik e  o f  the p u re ly  
f i c t i o n a l ,  s t o r y t e l l in g  a s p e c t s  o f  the n o v e l , ( 92) a lth ou gh  the 
m urders, rapeB and o th e r  v i o l e n t  in c id e n t s  which e n liv e n  works 
such as G erm inal. La T erre o r  La Bg te humaine might c a s t  doubt 
on the r ig o u r  o f  h is  o p in io n s  in  p r a c t i c e .  (9 3 ) Huysmans, how ever, 
i s  much more severe  in  h is  r e f u s a l  o f  any s o r t  o f  in t r ig u e  g o in g  
beyond the mundane every d a y . H is s e t p ie c e s  in  Les S oeu rs V atard  
are based n o t on a c t io n  but d e s c r i p t i o n :  thus w h ile  Z o la  p re se n ts  
G e r v a is e 's  f ig h t  w ith  and b a re -b o tto m e d  b e a tin g  o f  V ir g in ie  in  
s p e c ta c u la r  d e t a i l  in  ch a p te r  one o f  L 'A ssom m oir. A u g u ste 's  
f i g h t  w ith  a fe llo w -w o rk e r  ta k e s  p la ce  o f f - s t a g e  and i s  p resen ted  
in  a v ery  low -k ey  way. The f i r s t  ch a p ter  o f  Les Soeurs V atard  
dem onstrates the la ck  o f  movement and even t which i s  t y p ic a l  
o f  the n o v e l .
The opening ch a p ter d e s c r ib e s  an o v e rn ig h t s e s s io n  in  the 
b in d e ry , from two in  the m orn in g  t i l l  n ine o 'c l o c k .  M arking ou t 
o f  the hours and u n req u ited  p le a s  f o r  s i le n c e  by the forewoman 
re cu r  throughout the c h a p t e r .  But d e s p ite  Huysmans' c h r o n o lo g ic a l
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p r e c is io n ,  th ere i s  no r e a l  movement in  terms o f  e v e n t : most o f  
vh a t he d e s c r ib e s  cou ld  o ccu r  a t  any tim e d u r in g  the n ig h t .  The 
announcement th a t f i v e  hours have passed  a f t e r  the f i r s t  fo u r  
pages i s  n o t matched by any a ttem p t to  s u g g e s t  t h is  passage o f  
tim e in  those p a ges . In  an in t e r e s t in g  a r t i c l e  e n t i t l e d  
'Q u elqu es remarques sur l a  te m p o ra lité  dans l e  roman n a t u r a l i s t e ' ,  
F ra n ço ise  G a illa rd  says the o p e n in g  sen ten ce  o f  Les Soeurs Vatard 
( 'L e u x  heures du m atin s o n n è r e n t ')  'n 'a  pas de n é c e s s i t é  
d ram atiqu e ' and g iv e s  no r e a l  'in fo r m a t io n  rom an esqu e '; the 
'marquage tem porel a pour f o n c t i o n  de p ro d u ire  un sim ple " e f f e t  
de r é e l " . '  (9 4 ) I t  i s  a g e s tu re  tow ards the e x te r n a l  r e a l i t y  
the f i c t i o n  preten ds to  r e p r e s e n t .  E v id e n t ly , one can see th a t 
th ese  p r e c is io n s  o f  time do g iv e  us c e r t a in  in fo r m a t io n ; they a c t  
as s ta g e  d ir e c t io n s  ( i t  i s  n i g h t ) ,  and a ls o  rem ind us we are 
meant to  be re a d in g  a n o v e l ,  w h ich  re co u n ts  a sequence o f  e v e n ts , 
and n o t ,  sa y , another p rose  poem e x t r a c te d  from  the C roou is 
•parisiens ( 'L 'A t e l i e r  de b r o c h a g e ') .  In  the op en in g  passage o f  
En ménage. m idnight s t r ik e s :  in  a s im i la r  way, the scene i s  s e t  
f o r  a 'P a r is  by n ig h t ' ta b le a u  (w h ich  in c lu d e s  the e f f e c t  
produced  by two c lo c k s  s t r ik in g  ou t o f  t im e ) ; b u t the s t r ik in g  
o f  the h a lf -h o u r  a few pages o n , in t r o d u c in g  a fram ework o f  
tem poral movement i r r e le v a n t  to  a 'c r o q u i s '  (a s  i t  i s  l i t e r a l l y  
to  a  genuine s k e t c h ) ,  y e t  w h ich  Huysmans a c c e p ts  as a n ecessa ry  
p a r t  o f  a n o v e l ,  i s  a t  l e a s t  matched by the movement o f  the 
ch a ra c te r s  w a lk ing  home through  the s t r e e t s .
In Les Soeurs Y atard . how ever, th is  tem poral framework 
r e a l l y  f a i l s  to  corresp on d  t o  the t e x t .  The r e a l  movement o f  
the f i r s t  ch a p ter  i s  n ot te m p o ra l, but s p a t ia l  and sen su a l: 
e s s e n t ia l l y  i t  c o n s is t s  o f  a s e le c t i o n  o f  im p re ss io n s  o f  the
a t e l i e r , b len d in g  p e o p le , n o is e s ,  s m e lls , o b je c t s  and g e s t u r e s .
The word ta b leau  or a n a lo g ie s  w ith  the p i c t o r i a l  a r t s  may be 
inadequate to  su ggest the am bition  and scop e  o f  such  d e s c r ip t iv e  
p assages. C e r ta in ly  we m ight w e ll  im agine the w r i t e r ,  n oteb ook  
in  hand, a ttem p tin g  to  t r a n s c r ib e  a scen e o f  w hich  he i s  the 
ob server (th e  p r o l i f e r a t i o n  o f  d e t a i l s  s u r e ly  r e s u l t s  from  a 
sharpness o f  v i s io n  and o b s e rv a t io n  akin  to  a p a in t e r ’ s ) ,  ( 95 ) 
but on the o th er  hand, the w r itte n  word evok es sen su a l im p ress ion s  
on ly  in d i r e c t ly  h in ted  a t  in  a p a in t in g  ( s m e l l ,  to u ch , m ovem ent), 
whatever o th e r  d i f fe r e n c e s  th ere  may be between the two m edia . ( 9 0  
H a tz fe ld , who co n s id e re d  th is  v e rb a l im p ress ion ism  to  be 
n a tu ra lism 's  g r e a te s t  a ch ievem en t, ( 97 ) rem arks o f  a d e s c r ip t io n  
by L oti th at i t  g iv e s  ' t a c t i l e  and o l f a c t o r y  d e t a i l s  ( . . . )  which 
a p a in ter  cou ld  n ever r e n d e r . ' (9 8 ) The b e s t  d e s c r ip t iv e  passages 
o f  Les Soeurs V atard . En menage. o r  o th e r  w orks, s u g g e s t  a lu s h , 
m ateria l d e n s ity  d i f f i c u l t  to  convey e x c e p t  by e x te n s iv e  q u o ta t io n  
from the t e x t .
Whatever th e ir  b r i l l i a n c e ,  how ever, the f i r s t  ch a p te r  o f  
Les Soeurs V atard shows how they may endanger the n a r r a t iv e  
s tru ctu re  o f  the n o v e l they appear i n .  A lthough  C e lin e  and 
D esiree appear on the f i r s t  p age, they are o n ly  in tro d u ce d  as the 
Vatard s i s t e r s ,  and thus presum ably as the h e ro in e s  o f  the book , 
in  the second  ch a p te r . The op en in g  pages do n o t  p re s e n t  any 
dominant in d iv id u a l  co n s c io u s n e s s ; th ere  i s  no c h a r a c te r  f o r  the 
reader to  grasp  to  h e lp  him through the f lu x  o f  d e s c r ip t iv e  d e t a i l s  
such a s , f o r  exam ple, the o u t s id e r - f ig u r e  b e in g  i n i t i a t e d  in t o  a 
new m ilieu  sometimes used by Z o la  (F lo r e n t  in  Le V entre de P a r is . 
E tienne in  G erm inal) .  However c a u s t ic  Huysmans' n a r r a t iv e  v o ic e
may be, the n a rra to r  n ever takes on any p e r s o n a l i t y ,  t o  emerge
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sa y , l ik e  the r e p o r t in g  f ig u r e  in  Lea F o uI b b  de Lourdes (w r it te n  
in  the f i r s t  p e r s o n ) . C on seq u en tly , ju s t  as la u g h te r  and o th e r  
n o is e s  are p resen ted  as cu t  o f f  from  any i d e n t i f i a b l e  human 
sou rce  ( 'b a n s  un c o in ,  un r i r e  a ig u  s a u t i l l a . . .  *, p .8 ) ,  so  the 
ch apter as a whole a v o id s  any human p e r s p e c t iv e ,  any sense th a t 
some in d iv id u a l i s  e x p e r ie n c in g  in  a h ere -a n d —now what i s  b e in g  
d e s c r ib e d . ( 99) The a c t io n  o f  p ay in g  the b roch eu seB . f o r  exam ple, 
comes a cro ss  n ot so  much as a s p e c i f i c  in c id e n t ,  but as an in s ta n ce  
chosen a t random o f  c o n t in u a l ly  o c c u r r in g  e v e n t s ,  argum ents, 
g r iev a n ces  e t c .
b e s p ite  th is  la c k  o f  f o c u s ,  th ere  i s  n o th in g  n eu tra l 
about the d e p ic t io n  o f  the a t e l i e r . bawn b rea k s  w ith  a 'b la n ch e u r  
s i n i s t r e ' ,  ( p . 1 3 ) r e v e a l in g  a heap o f  s k ir t s  beneath which 
exhausted human lim b s b a r e ly  move; the women are 'blSm es comme 
des tS tes  de v e a u ; ' ( p . 1 2 ) the a t e l i e r  i s  com pared to  a m orgue.
No thought o r  f e e l i n g  emerges from  the women; even the most 
e x te rn a l p h y s ica l m a n ife s ta t io n s  o f  c o n s c io u s n e s s  may be c u t  o f f  
from  the in d iv id u a l .  But i f  p e o p le  become o b je c t s  in  a macabre 
ta b lea u , o b je c t s ,  sou n d s, l i g h t  a re  shown w ith  an in t e n s i t y  
th at v i r t u a l ly  anim ates them. C h airs  l i e  on th e ir  f la n k s  o r  
backs, th e ir  guts e s ca p in g  through t h e ir  b e l l i e s ;  the sun i s  
p e r s o n if ie d  —  * le  s o l e i l  se d e c id a i t  a m ft r ir , ' ( p .1 4 )  —  
and the ch apter ends in  a c re s ce n d o  o f  l i g h t  as the s u n 's  rays 
move a cro ss  the room , f i n a l l y  b u r s t in g  in  a 'g o ld e n  show er' on 
p i l e s  o f  g la r in g  w h ite  p a p er . B u is in e  ( 10 0 ) in t e r p r e ts  th is  
con c lu d in g  'e p ip h a n y ' as a symbol o f  the a lch e m ica l power o f  
l i t e r a t u r e  to  t r a n s fig u r e  r e a l i t y !  ou t o f  th e  ro t te n  sten ch  
o f  the a te lle -r  em erges the Book —  the p r i s t in e  sh eets  o f  p ap er.
The so rd id  r e a l i t y  o f  the b ook b in d ery  i s  transm uted in to  a p ie ce
93
o f  f in e  w r it in g  —  to  which p l o t ,  c h a r a c te r  and n a r ra t iv e  p e rsp e c ­
t iv e  tend to  be s a c r i f i c e d ,  one m ight a d d .
Lee S oeu rs Vatard beg in s w ith  a dawn and ends w ith  a dusk , 
s u g g e s t in g , a c c o r d in g  to  G a i l la r d ,  a d e f i n i t e  id e a  o f  d egra d ation  
o r  d y in g : 'Le temps a tourne e t  a i n s c r i t  su r  l e s  ch oses  l a  marque 
6ym bolique de l 'u s u r e . '  (10 1 ) A part from  a  few  in d ic a t io n s  about 
the w eather and se a so n s , time p la y s  a m uted , n e g a t iv e  p a rt in  the 
n o v e l .  M e d io c r ity  and abandonment o f  a s p ir a t io n s  seem to  be the 
c o n d it io n in g  f o r c e s  o f  e x is te n c e  —  D e s ir e e  and Auguste make do 
w ith  o th e r  m arriage p a rtn ers  in s te a d  o f  e a ch  o t h e r , C e lin e  re tu rn s  
to  her w orking—c la s s  lo v e r  who b ea ts  and e x p lo i t s  h e r . There i s  
l i t t l e  id e a  th a t  age o r  e x p e r ie n ce  e i t h e r  adds to  o r  takes 
som ething away from  l i f e :  the dawn and dusk  m ight e n c lo s e  one 
day ra th e r  than the months they presum ably em brace, f o r  the l i t t l e  
change we see in  the c h a r a c te r s . The n o v e l  seems d e l ib e r a t e ly  
s t a t i c  and la c k in g  in  dram atic i n t e r e s t .  A few ev en ts  are p ro lon g ed  
w ith  c o n s id e r a b le  s k i l l .  More than h a l f  the book i s  d evoted  to  
the a ccou n t o f  C e l in e 's  r e la t io n s  w ith  C y p r ie n , and D e s ir e e 's  
w ith  A uguste. Between ch a p ters  e le v e n  and n in e te e n , there i s  
an a lt e r n a t in g  a ccou n t o f  th ese  two a f f a i r s ,  a lth ou gh  seven o f  
th ese n ine ch a p te rs  (X I I I  to  XIX) d ea l w it h  the gradual d e t e r io r ­
a t io n  o f  these r e la t io n s h ip s .  A ft e r  A uguste f a i l s  to  seduce 
D es iree  in  the h o te l  room in  ch a p te r  f o u r t e e n  and thus to  
e s t a b l is h  a se x u a l bond s tro n g  enough .to  commit them to  r e s i s t in g  
V a ta rd 's  o p p o s it io n  to  th e ir  m a rr ia ge , a p a th y  and the in con ven ien ce  
o f  t h e ir  m eetin gs g e t  the b e t t e r  o f  t h e i r  a f f e c t i o n ;  in  ch a pter 
e ig h teen  they b oth  agree to  marry o th e r  p e o p le .
The r e l a t iv e  r a p id it y  o f  th is  sym m etrica l outcome in  one 
ch a pter seems im balanced compared w ith  th e  len g th , devoted  to  the
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c o l la p s e  o f  t h e i r  a f f a i r .  From a p s y c h o lo g ic a l  p o in t  o f  v iew , 
on the o th er  hand, th is  speed dem on strates  a s a r d o n ic  tru th  about 
human r e la t io n s  as  seen by Huysmans: both  De dree  and Auguste are 
more in t e r e s te d  in  d om estic  b l i s s  than tru e  l o v e ,  and so  re p la ce  
each o th er  w ith  few  qualm s. But i t  seems odd th a t  in  ch a p ter  
seventeen  Huysmans sh ou ld  devote  s e v e r a l  pages to  a n a ly s in g  
A u gu ste 's  r e a c t io n s  when f o r  the f i r s t  tim e D é s iré e  f a i l s  to  
come to  a ren d ezv ou s , w h ile  in  the n e x t  ch a p te r  he i s  m arried  o f f  
to  a woman we have b a r e ly  heard o f .  Though we may be tempted to  
read  D é s ir é e 's  banal d om estic  a m bition s  i r o n i c a l l y ,  ( p .5 6 )  in  
f a c t  her dream o f  c r e a t in g  an in d ep en d en t i n t e r i o r  r e f l e c t s ,  
on a humbler f in a n c ia l  s c a le ,  the a s p ir a t io n s  o f  André, F o la n tin  
or  even des E s s e in t e s .  En ménage and A v a u -1 'e a u  p re s e n t  such 
dom estic s t r u g g le s  on an e p ic  s c a le  - -  and show how l i t t l e  p la ce  
lo v e  has in  Huysmans' f i c t i o n a l  w o r ld . The message in h e re n t in  
D é s ir é e 's  and A u g u ste 's  sep a ra te  m arriages i s  fu r t h e r  a ffirm e d  
by the reappearan ce  o f  the s o l d i e r 's  sw eeth ea rt from  ch a p ter  
tw elve in  ch a p te r  e ig h te e n  ( s e c t io n  tw o ) : she to o  has abandoned 
her l o v e r ,  rem oved by the demands o f  m i l i t a r y  s e r v i c e .  This 
comment on the f i c k le n e s s  o f  lo v e  aga in  seems ra th e r  c o n tr iv e d .
Both d é c o r  and s tru c tu re  in  Les Soeurs V a ta rd . th en , r e f l e c t  
a fundamental pessim ism . S im ila r ly ,  the monotony o f  the p lo t  i s  
an in t e n t io n a l  p a r t  o f  the n a t u r a l is t  i d e o lo g y ,  aB G a il la r d  
ob se rv e s :
I n u t i le  pour l e  roman n a t u r a l is t e  de s a c r i f i e r  à l a  
g r o s s iè r e  in t r u s io n  de l 'o r d r e  m o r a l l a  f i n  de son 
r é c i t .  La co n fo rm ité  aux v a le u r s  id é o lo g iq u e s  se f a i t  
par l a  b a n a l is a t io n  du r é c i t  qui e s t  un e ffa ce m e n t 
a n g o is sé  du temps h is t o r iq u e .  ( 1 0 2 )
Time as a p o s i t i v e ,  o b je c t iv e  f o r c e ,  s u g g e s t in g  dynamic p rogress
through h is t o r y ,  i s  a l ie n  to  the n a t u r a l is t  n o v e l ,  as the p rev iou s
95
ch apter s u g g e s te d . What we are g iv e n , on the c o n t r a r y , i s
e i t h e r  a  sense o f  the e te r n a l  b io l o g i c a l  c y c l e s  th a t d e fin e
e x is t e n c e , ( 1 0 3 ) o r ,  as f a r  as in d iv id u a ls  a re  co n ce rn e d , a
s u b je c t iv e  im p ress ion  o f  ' l a  d u ree , l 'é p a i s s e u r  du te m p s .' (1 0 4 )
Dubois remarks th a t p o s t -B a lz a c ia n  n o v e l i s t s
concentrent moins l ' i n t é r ê t  du l e c t e u r  sur l e s  f a i t s  
d 'u n  c o n f l i t  que su r l e s  p é r io d e s  d 'u n e  d u rée . ( 1 0 5 )
Tedium and s ta g n a tio n  may be the r e s u l t :
La p ro g r e s s io n  n a r ra t iv e  d o i t  t r a v e r s e r  len tem en t ce s  
séqu en ces de l a  v ie  q u otid ien n e  e t  e l l e  r is q u e  p a r fo i s  
de s 'y  e n g lu e r . ( 1 0 6 )
C on sequ en tly , one sees  b e t t e r  why Huysmans h e ld  L 'é d u c a t io n  
sen tim en ta le  up as a model o f  the n a t u r a l is t  n o v e l :  he w r ite s  
to  Eennequin
l a  co m p o s it io n  au f i l  d 'e a u  dans l ' é d u ca t io n  s e n t im e n ta le  
me semble a d m ira b le , ca r e l l e  rend l e  t r a in - t r a in  de l a  
v i e ,  l 'a u th e n t iq u e  décousu  des f a i t s . . .  (1 0 7 )
But w h ile  L 'é d u ca t io n  sen tim en ta le  in c o r p o r a te s  and in t e r t w in e s
p erson al and h i s t o r i c a l  p e rs p e c t iv e s  —  even  i f  b o th  p e rso n a l and
p o l i t i c a l  a c t io n  are u lt im a te ly  d er id ed  and devalued  —  (1 0 8 )
a more t y p ic a l  n a t u r a l is t  n ove l l i k e  Une b e l l e  .journée stan ds
o u ts id e  h is t o r y  a lt o g e t h e r ,  and d e l ib e r a t e ly  t r i e s  to  c r e a t e  a
s o r t  o f  s t a s i s .  (1 0 9 ) By b asin g  h is  n o v e l on a n o n -e v e n t (Mme
Duhamain's f a i lu r e  to  commit a d u lte ry  w ith  T ru don ), Céard makes
the whole s t r u c tu re  o f  h is  book r e a f f ir m  h is  h e r o in e 's  f in a l
mournful r e a l i s a t i o n :
E lle  com p rit que l a  m isère des co e u rs  r é s u l t e ,  non pas de 
l a  d ou leu r con tin u e  qui l e s  p o ig n e , mais de l ' e f f o r t  q u ' i l s  
f o n t  pour échapper à le u r  c o n d it io n .  ( 1 1 0 )
To r e c a p it u la t e  the d is c u s s io n  o f  Les Soeurs Tatard  so  f a r ,  
one beg in s to  see  how the b o o k 's  v a r io u s  com ponents q u ite  r e a d i l y  
form a model o f  the t y p ic a l  n a t u r a l is t  n o v e l ,  i f  the schema o f
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p u b lic  sta tem en t, p h ilo so p h y  and mode o f  w r it in g  i s  a p p lie d .
In i t s  s u b je c t  m a tte r , i t  c o r re s p o n d s  to  the n o t io n  o f  the 
• p ro c è s -v e r b a l ' based  on an a re a  o f  l i f e  o u ts id e  the e x p e r ie n ce  
o f  the normal m id d le -c la s s  r e a d e r . Huysmans' penchant f o r  the 
g r o s s e r  a sp e cts  o f  the b ro ch e u s e s ' e x is t e n c e  may o n ly  su ggest 
a ra th e r  f a c i l e  v u lg a r i t y  now adays, but the in d ig n a tio n  v o ic e d  
by a contem porary re v ie w e r  l ik e  B o is s in  ( 1 1 1  ) in d ic a te s  th a t  a 
hundred yea rs  ago a t  l e a s t  the n o v e l  had s u c c e s s fu l ly  broach ed  
c e r ta in  ta b o o s . But the b o o k 's  o u t lo o k  on mankind i s  e s s e n t ia l l y  
d eba sin g : p sy ch o log y  g iv e s  way to  p h y s io lo g y , e x p lo ra t io n , o f  
in d iv id u a l co n sc io u sn e sse s  to  c a r ic a t u r e  o f  more g e n e r a lis e d  
ty p e s ; p re s e n ta t io n  o f  m ilie u  becom es as im portant as c h a r a c te r ­
i s a t i o n ,  and, as f a r  as w r it in g  i s  co n ce rn e d , d e s c r ip t io n ,  o r  
ra th e r  the a c t  o f  d e s c r ib in g  and c a p tu r in g  im pression s o f  the 
w o r ld , becomes as im portan t as c r e a t in g  a c t io n  in  the w o r ld .
I f  one regards Les Soeurs V atard  somewhat c r i t i c a l l y ,  how ever, 
i t  i s  r e a l ly  n o t because i t  re d u ce s  the th in k in g  s u b je c t  to  a 
s e t  o f  p h y s io lo g ic a l  im pu lses  and im p re ss io n s  in  a c o lo u r fu l  
urban environm ent, ( 1 1 2 ) but b eca u se  e s s e n t ia l ly  i t  r in g s  f a l s e  
as a study o f  w o r k in g -c la s s  l i f e  ( t h e  author a l l  to o  o b v io u s ly  
f e e l s  u n com fortab le  w ith  h is  s u b je c t s )  and because i t s  r e fu s a l  
o f  even t makes i t  ex trem ely  d i f f i c u l t  to  re a d . Les Soeurs V atard 
la c k s  both  the human sympathy and the dram atic in t e r e s t  o f  a 
n ove l l ik e  L 'A ssom m oir.
Whatever th ese  l im i t a t io n s ,  how ever, thanks to  i t s  docum entary 
a u th e n t ic ity  a n o v e l l ik e  Les S oeu rs  Y atard rem ains a ce n tu ry  
a f t e r  i t s  p u b l ic a t io n  h ig h ly  in fo rm a t iv e  from  a s o c i o l o g i c a l  
p o in t  o f  v iew . For F .W .J . Hemmings, the book i s  'a  mine o f
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in fo rm a tio n  about the way o f  l i f e  o f  the P a ria  w age-earn ers  in  
the e a r ly  yea rs  o f  the Third R e p u b lic . 1 (1 1 3 )  The v e r y  d e t a i l s  
which contem porary c r i t i c s  l ik e  B ru n e tie re  o r  Barbey d 'A u r e v i l ly  (1 1 4 ) 
denounced as g ra tu ito u s  in  n a t u r a l i s t  n o v e ls  now s e rv e  to  re ca p tu re  
f o r  the modern read er a s o c ie t y  w hich  has d isa p p ea red  in t o  the 
pages o f  h is t o r y  b ook s . A part from  the p ic tu re s q u e  charm o f  the 
s t r e e t  s ce n e s  o r  o th er s e t p ie c e s ,  Les Soeurs V atard a ls o  co n ta in s  
v a r io u s  attem pts a t s o c ia l  a n a ly s is .  There i s  o f  co u rse  the a ccou n t 
o f  the b in d e ry  and those who work t h e r e . Euysmans was h im se lf  the 
r e lu c t a n t  part-ow ner o f  a b in d e ry , and how ever b ru ta l the d e s c r ip t ­
io n  o f  th e  b roch eu ses . we can p o in t  ou t in  f a i r n e s s  th a t th e ir  
f i c t i o n a l  em ployer i s  shown to  know v e ry  l i t t l e  abou t h is  b u s in ess  
and to  be bamboozled by h is  forem an , (p .2 2 0 )  In  a n oth er domain, 
comments on m ilita r y  s e r v ic e  show how s e r io u s ly  i t  impedes the 
c o n s c r ip t 's  chance o f  f in d in g  s k i l l e d  work a f t e r  f i v e  yea rs  in  the 
army. Two examples worth c o n s id e r in g  in  more d e t a i l ,  as they are 
c l o s e ly  l in k e d  to  the behaviour o f  the main c h a r a c te r s ,  are money 
and s o c i a l  c l a s s .
Though we may r e c a l l  D u r t a l 's  h a l f - f a n c i f u l ,  h a l f - s e r io u s  
musings on the d ia b o l ic a l  m ystery and d e s t r u c t iv e  e f f e c t  o f  money 
and c a p i t a l  in  chapter one o f  L a -b a s . in  the works up to  A reb ou rs  
money i s  most s ig n i f i c a n t  by i t s  a b se n ce . The c y c le  o f  m isery 
which e n c lo s e s  Monsieur F o la n tin  in  A v a u - l 'e a u  seems in  p art due 
to  the r e s t r i c t i o n s  imposed by g e n te e l  p o v e r ty  (bad  fo o d , 
u n com fortab le  lo d g in g s , e t c . ) .  D e s ir e e 's  m a r ita l a s p ir a t io n s  
seem a lm o st e n t i r e ly  dependent on a c e r t a in  minimal weekly 
incom e: w ith  a K ica w b er-lik e  r e a l is m , h er fa t h e r  dem onstrates 
A u g u ste 's  in a b i l i t y  to  rea ch  th is  l e v e l  and the m isery  ensuing 
from  th e  d e f i c i t .  F in a lly  D es iree  m arries a forem an w ith
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s u f f i c i e n t  in com e. D a y -to -d a y  h app in ess depends on ca sh ; through­
out Les Soeurs V a ta rd . n e c e s s i t i e s  and p le a s u r e s  are p r ic e d  —  the 
d a i ly  wage o f  a b ro ch e u s e . the c o s t  o f  a m ea l, a m u s ic -h a l l ,  s i l k  
s t o c k in g s . As the c h a r a c te r s ' b a s ic  wants are s u p p lie d , they are 
f r e e  to  c o s t  o u t t h e ir  fr u g a l  lu x u r ie s .  P ov erty  and r i c h e s  appear 
on ly  f l e e t i n g l y  —  beggars g lim psed  in  the s t r e e t ,  an ex p en siv e  
shop window.
The average wage o f  the women in  the b in d e ry  i s  tw elve  to  
f i f t e e n  fra n cs  a  week (ch a p te r  f o u r ) ;  A uguste earn s 4 fr a n c s  80 
a day (ch a p te r  s e v e n te e n ), though a good  w orker can earn  tw ice  as 
much; the a r t i s t  C yprien  T ib a i l l e  has a p r iv a t e  income o f  300 
fra n cs  a month —  f i v e  tim es th a t o f  the b roch eu ses  (ch a p te r  n in e ) ;  
s i l k  s to ck in g s  can c o s t  up to  t h i r t y ,  o r  even  s i x t y ,  f r a n c s  a 
p a ir  (ch a p te r  n in e ) .  In  En menage. A ndré, who a ls o  has a l im ite d  
p r iv a te  incom e, pays 1000  fra n c s  in  annual r e n t ,  and tw enty fra n cs  
to  the h ig h -c la s s  t a r t  B lanche he v i s i t s .  Such sim ple f in a n c ia l  
data  a lre a d y  su g g e s t  a g u l f  between s o c i a l  c l a s s e s .  André o r  
C yprien  may f e e l  them selves to  be d é c la s s é s . com plain  o f  p o v e r ty , 
o r  be regarded  as d e p lo ra b le  Bohemians by r e s p e c ta b le  b o u rg e o is  
l ik e  D ésableau in  En ménage. But from  the p o in t  o f  v iew  o f  
C é lin e  or  her p e e r s ,  C yp rien , w ith  h is  s t o v e p ip e -h a t ,  k id  b o o t s ,  
m anicured n a i l s  and lo a d e d  s t i c k ,  i s  a member o f  a h ig h e r  and 
w e a lth ie r  c l a s s :  the b o u g e o is , whose r e la t i o n s  w ith  C é lin e  
e v e n tu a lly  d egen era te  in t o  c o v e r t  w a r fa r e .
A ccord in g  to  J .  S anger, in  an in t e r e s t in g  a r t i c l e  on c la s s  
and language in  Les Soeurs V ata rd . t h e i r  r e la t io n s h ip  dem onstrates 
' l 'u n i o n  im p o s s ib le  d 1 un a r t iB te  de provenance b o u rg e o ise  e t  d 'u n e 
o u v r iè r e ; '  ( 1 1 5 ) they are separa ted  by an u nbreakable b a r r ie r  o f  
language and b e h a v io u r . The s i le n c e  w ith  w hich C yprien  responds
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to  her rageB and p le a s  shows a f a i lu r e  o f  com m unication on e it h e r  
s o c ia l  or  em otion a l l e v e l ;  the b e a tin g s  o f  her w o r k in g -c la s s  lo v e r  
to  whom she re tu rn s  are a t  l e a s t  a mark o f  a more p o s i t i v e  a tta ch ­
ment, Sanger s u g g e s ts . C e r ta in ly  Huysmans dem onstrates a t  le n g th , 
w ith  amusing s k i l l ,  how the s l i g h t e s t  a c t io n s  o f  one p e rso n  in  
c lo s e  co n ta c t  w ith  another can be in f u r ia t in g ,  and v i c e  v e r s a , 
w ith ou t any in t e n t io n a l  m a lice  on the p a rt o f  e i t h e r .  C yprien  i s  
i r r i t a t e d  by C e l in e 's  naive v iew s on a r t ,  h er v u lg a r i t y ,  her 
m alapropism s, by a la r g e  number o f  the m a n ife s ta tio n s  o f  her 
p e rs o n a lity  in  f a c t .  In  turn he appears b o o r is h  and p a t r o n is in g .
He seems to  want a f r e e  m odel, w ith  a tten da n t co n v e n ie n ce s , ra th er
than an in d iv id u a l to  whose c h a ra c te r  he m ight have to  a d ju s t  h is
own. Although s o c i a l  d i f fe r e n c e s  are the o u te r  m a n ife s ta t io n s  o f
th is  d is co rd  and C e lin e  takes 'r e v e n g e ' by re tu rn in g  to  h er c l a s s ,  ( 1 1 6 )
Huysmans' deeper p ro b in g  o f  t h is  problem  in  En menage r e v e a ls
behind th is  in c o m p a t ib i l i t y  a more fundam ental, a lm ost b i o l o g i c a l
c o n f l i c t .
While Huysmans' f i r s t  th ree  n o v e ls  can be r e a d i ly  f i t t e d  
in to  a p a ttern  o f  n a tu ra lism , in  terms o f  co n te n t , form  and o u t lo o k , 
th is  i s  much l e s s  o b v io u s ly  the ca se  w ith  Maupassant, who never 
accep ted  Z o la 's  banner. (1 1 7 ) But one th in g  they do have in  
common i s  a d e e p -ro o te d  m isogyny. This i s  o f  cou rse  h a r d ly  an 
e x ce p t io n a l q u a lity  among n in e te e n th -ce n tu ry  w r it e r s .  B a u d e la ire ’ s 
'La  jeune f i l l e  é p o u v a n ta il , m on stre , a ss a s s in  de l ' a r t '  (11 8 ) i s  
taken up by a l l  th ose  who p r a c t is e d  ' l e  sa ce rd o ce  l i t t é r a i r e '  ~  
the G on courts, F la u b e r t , HuysmanB and M aupassant. (1 1 9 )  Man and 
woman are i r r e c o n c i l e a b l e : M aupassant's s t o r y  'L a  Bûche ' recou n ts  
how the woman je a lo u s ly  t r i e s  to  d e s tro y  the r e a l  and l a s t in g  
bond between two men. (12 0 ) But a lth ou gh  Maupassant a p p a re n tly
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p ro fe ss e d  the b e l i e f  th a t women were ch a m e le o n -lik e  c r e a t u r e s , 
t h e ir  p o s i t io n  e n t i r e ly  d e f in e d  by the in t e l l e c t u a l  c a p a c ity  and 
s o c ia l  c la s s  o f  t h e ir  husband, ( 1 2 1 ) a c e r t a in  ca u t io n  needs to  
be e x e r c is e d  in  d e f in in g  h is  m isogyn y. In  B el-A m i. f o r  in s ta n c e , 
i t  i s  s u re ly  G eorges Duroy who i s  the cham eleon, h is  in c r e a s in g  
s o c i a l  su ccess  marked ou t by  the s e r ie s  o f  women he e x p lo i t s ;  
M adeleine F o r e s t ie r  i s  b oth  more g i f t e d  and more h o n o u ra b le . (12 2 ) 
M aupassant's contem pt in  f a c t  i s  d ir e c t e d  l e s s  tow ards women as 
in d iv id u a ls  than towards wom en's b i o l o g i c a l  r o l e ,  the fu n c t io n  
o f  re p r o d u c t io n . Thus in  'L 'I n u t i l e  B e a u té ',  a je a lo u s  husband 
s t r iv e s  to  d is f ig u r e  h is  w i fe  by making su re  she i s  perm anently 
pregn an t; in  'Une f a m i l l e ' ,  the n a r ra to r  b r u t a l ly  sums up the 
w ife  o f  h is  f r ie n d :
C 'é t a i t  une m è r e ,e n fin , une g r o ss e  mère b a n a le , l a  pondeuse, 
l a  p o u lin iè r e  hum aine, l a  machine de ch a ir  q u i p ro cré e  sans 
au tre  p réoccu p a tion  dans l'&m e que se s  e n fa n ts  e t  son l i v r e  
de c u is in e .  ( 1 2 3 )
Behind th is  scorn  f o r  r e p r o d u c t io n , one se e s  a n i h i l i s t i c  r e fu s a l  
o f  fe c u n d ity , o f  nature and l i f e  i t s e l f ;  one th in k s  o f  B a u d e la ir e 's  
dictum  ' l a  femme e s t  n a t u r e l l e . c 'e s t - à - d i r e  a b o m in a b le ,' o r ,  in  
Huysmans, the t e r r i f y in g  n igh tm are and gruesome p le a s  f o r  l a r g e -  
s c a le  a b o r tio n  in  A r e b o u r s .
This n e g a tiv e  a t t i t u d e  towards women, which c o v e rs  p h y s ica l 
and m ora l, s o c ia l  and b i o l o g i c a l  sp h e re s , does n o t  however 
p rec lu d e  a t t r a c t io n  tow ards or  need f o r  women. (1 2 4 )  B io g r a p h ic a l ly ,  
we r e c a l l  Maupassant the se x u a l a th le te  o r  Huysmans' s a la c io u s  
l e t t e r s  to  Hannon and P r in s . In  Huysmans' w ork, En ménage i s  the 
f u l l e s t  a ccou n t o f  the s t r u g g le  to  come to  terms w ith  the co n tra ­
d ic t io n s  imposed by th e s e 'u n e n v ia b le  a t t i t u d e s .  T ra n s la ted  in t o  
E n g lish  as L iv in g  t o g e t h e r . (1 2 5 ) the book d e a ls  w ith  the v a r io u s
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u t io n s  to  th e ir  sexu a l and d om estic  prob lem s d is co v e re d  by 
“ S and the o th e r  c h a r a c t e r s .  Thus we s e e  a s e le c t io n  o f  
jg g g g e s ,  w orking more o r  l e s s  s u c c e s s fu l ly «  the m arried cou p le  
(Andre and B e r th e ); the b o u rg e o is  fa m ily  (B e s a b le a u ); the b a ch e lo r  
lo o k e d  a f t e r  by a housekeeper (André and M e la n ie ) ; the b a ch e lo r  
lo o k e d  a f t e r  by a housekeeper who a ls o  s le e p s  w ith  him (C yprien  
and M e lie ) —  s a r d o n ic a l ly  p rop osed  as th e  'id e a l*  s o lu t io n ;  
the b a ch e lo r  who i n s t a l l s  a con cu bin e (A n dré  and J ean n e); the 
b a c h e lo r  who freq u en ts  p r o s t i t u t e s ,  f i n a l l y  e s t a b l is h in g  a sem i­
permanent r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  a more r e f in e d  p r o fe s s io n n e l le  (André 
and B la n ch e ). (126 )
Whereas Marthe and LeB Soeurs Y atard  conform  more o r  l e s s  
t o  the 'p r o c è s -v e r b a l ' on a g iven  area  o f  modern l i f e  advocated  
by Z o la , (127 ) and show the d i f f i c u l t i e s  Huysmans e x p erien ced  in  
f in d in g  a n a rra t iv e  tone o r  s tru c tu re  w h ich  cou ld  d ea l co h e re n tly  
o r  c o n v in c in g ly  w ith  t h is  s o r t  o f  w r i t in g ,  En ménage i s  cen tred  
on the in n er and ou ter l i f e  o f  the w r it e r  André J aya n t. This 
c r e a t io n  o f  a  more com plex h ero  may seem t o  in d ic a t e  a move away 
from  n atu ra lism ; and in  f a c t ,  as the l a s t  ch a p ter  n o te d , in  h is  
l e t t e r s  even b e fo re  the p u b l ic a t io n  o f  Les Soeurs V ata rd . Buysmans 
b e g in s  to  exp ress  a p r e fe re n ce  f o r  the term  'in t im is m e '.  (12 6 )
In  En ménage he begins to  su bord in ate  the commonplaces o f  n a t u r a l is t  
w r it in g  o f  h is  e a r l i e r  n o v e ls  to  a more f u l l y  p erson a l form  o f  
f i c t i o n a l  c r e a t io n . I f  Les Soeurs V atard i s  v ery  much an im ita t io n  
o r  a da pta tion  o f  the r h e t o r i c  o f  n a tu ra lis m , En ménage i s  a s o r t  
o f  i n i t i a l  v e r s io n  o f  A reb ou rs  in  the n a t u r a l i s t  manner.
André Jayant i s  the f i r s t  o f  the f u l l y  d eve lop ed  ch a ra cte rs  
who appear in  a l l  the su bsequ en t n o v e ls  and were dubbed by Huysmans 
h im s e lf  to  be a u th o r ia l a v a ta rs  in  h is  a u to b io g ra p h ica l  essa y  o f
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s o lu t io n s  to  t h e i r  sexu al and d om estic  problem s d is co v e re d  by 
Andre and the o th e r  c h a r a c te r s . Thus we see a s e le c t io n  o f  
ménagés, w ork in g  more o r  l e s s  s u c c e s s fu l ly :  the m arried  cou p le  
(André and B e r th e ) ; the b o u rg e o is  fa m ily  (D e sa b le a u ); the b a ch e lo r  
look ed  a f t e r  by a housekeeper (André and M é la n ie ) ; the b a ch e lo r  
look ed  a f t e r  by a housekeeper who a ls o  s le e p s  w ith  him (C yprien  
and H é lie )  —  s a r d o n ic a l ly  p rop osed  as the ' i d e a l '  s o lu t i o n ;  
the b a ch e lor  who i n s t a l l s  a con cu b in e  (André and J e a n n e ); the 
b a ch e lo r  who fr e q u e n ts  p r o s t i t u t e s ,  f i n a l l y  e s t a b l i s h in g  a sem i­
permanent r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  a  more r e f in e d  p r o fe s s io n n e l le  (André 
and B la n ch e ). (1 2 6 )
Whereas Marthe and Les Soeurs V atard conform  more o r  l e s s  
to  the 'p r o c è s - v e r b a l '  on a g iv en  a rea  o f  modern l i f e  advocated  
by Z o la , (12 7 ) and show the d i f f i c u l t i e s  Huysmans e x p e r ie n ce d  in  
f in d in g  a n a r r a t iv e  tone o r  s t r u c tu r e  w hich co u ld  d ea l c o h e r e n t ly  
or  c o n v in c in g ly  w ith  th is  s o r t  o f  w r it in g ,  En ménage i s  cen tred  
on the in n er and o u te r  l i f e  o f  the w r it e r  André J a y a n t. This 
c re a t io n  o f  a  more com plex h ero  may seem to  in d ic a te  a  move away 
from  n a tu ra lism ; and in  f a c t ,  as the l a s t  ch a p ter  n o t e d , in  h is  
l e t t e r s  even b e fo r e  the p u b l ic a t io n  o f  Les Soeurs V a ta rd . Huysmans 
begin s to  e x p re ss  a p re fe re n ce  f o r  the term 'in t im is m e '.  (1 2 8 )
In En ménage he b eg in s  to  su b ord in a te  the commonplaces o f  n a t u r a l is t  
w r it in g  o f  h is  e a r l i e r  n o v e ls  to  a more f u l l y  p erson a l form  o f  
f i c t i o n a l  c r e a t io n .  I f  Les Soeurs V atard i s  v e ry  much an im ita t io n  
or  a da pta tion  o f  the r h e t o r ic  o f  n a tu ra lism , En ménage i s  a s o r t  
o f  i n i t i a l  v e r s io n  o f  A reb ou rs  in  the n a t u r a l is t  manner.
André Jayant i s  the f i r s t  o f  the f u l l y  d eve lop ed  ch a ra cte rs  
who appear in  a l l  the subsequent n o v e ls  and were dubbed by Huysmans 
h im se lf to  be a u th o r ia l  a va tars  in  h is  a u to b io g ra p h ica l  e ssa y  o f
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1885• (1 2 9 ) R ob ert B a ld ick  does n o t  h e s i t a t e  to  p re se n t  both  
André and C yprien  as p r o je c t i o n s  o f  the a u t h o r 's  p e r s o n a l it y  and 
to  quote t h e ir  s ch o o ld a y  re m in isce n ce s  in  ch a p te r  th ree  as an 
i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f  Huysmans' own c h ild h o o d ; and A n d re 's  a f f a i r  w ith  
Jeanne i s  s a id  to  have been m odelled  on the a u t h o r 's  r e la t io n s h ip  
w ith  Anna M eunier. ( 1 3 0 ) Even i f  we take th e  n ove l on i t s  own 
termB, how ever, i t  haB a p erson a l r i n g .  André a d m itted ly
appears as a weak, m ediocre c h a r a c te r , who can  come to  terms 
s u c c e s s fu l ly  w ith  n e it h e r  a r t  n or  l i f e ;  bu t h is  thoughts and 
deeds are p resen ted  w ith  a wry sym pathy, and th ere are fre q u e n t  
passages o f  in t e r n a l  m onologue where h is  and the n a r r a t o r 's  
p e rs p e c t iv e  are h a rd ly  s e p a r a b le . S i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  the ce n tr a l  
ch a r a c te r s , in c lu d in g  B erthe and Jeanne, a r e  n e a r ly  alw ays spared 
the c a r ic a t u r a l  d is fig u re m e n t  w hich mars L es Soeurs V a ta rd . I f , '  
in  h is  a e s t h e t ic  s p e c u la t io n s  and d om estic  w oes , André p r e f ig u r e s  
h is  s u cce s s o rs  des E ss e in te s  and M onsieur F o la n t in  r e s p e c t i v e ly ,  
n e v e r th e le s s  the s a t i r i s i n g  d is ta n c e  w ith  w h ich  these ch a ra c te r s  
are tre a te d  i s  h a rd ly  e v e r  found in  En m énage. J u st as Les Soeurs 
Vatard in  some ways e x i s t s  under the shadow o f  L 'A ssom m oir.
En ménage, w ith  i t s  a i r  o f  n i h i l i s t i c  d is i l lu s io n m e n t ,  i t s  h ero  
whose h a l f -h e a r te d  a r t i s t i c  e f f o r t s  are su p p orted  by a p r iv a te  
incom e, i t s  p a ir in g  o f  the h ero  w ith  h is  c h ild h o o d  f r ie n d  in  many 
s ce n e s , e s p e c ia l l y  the l a s t ,  when to g e th e r  th ey  draw up the b a la n ce -  
sh eet o f  t h e ir  l i v e s ,  e v id e n t ly  seems r e m in is c e n t  o f  L 'é d u ca t io n  
se n tim e n ta le . But the in t e r a c t i o n  o f  h i s t o r i c a l  and im agined 
even ts  which makes up F la u b e r t 's  'm oral h i s t o r y  o f  h is  g e n e r a t io n ' 
has no p la ce  in  Huysmans' n o v e l ,  n o r , more s i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  has the 
su b vers ive  a u th o r ia l  ir o n y  w hich d e f la t e s  a l l  F la u b e r t 's  c h a r a c te r s . ( 1 3 1 )  
Huysmans1 two main c h a r a c t e r s . have a l u c i d i t y  which a llow s  the
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a u th o r 's  i r o n i c a l  o r  com ic comments to  be ch a n n elled  through 
th e ir  p e r s p e c t iv e .
The w o r ld  o f  n o is y  o b je c t s ,  s m e lls , l i g h t  and shadows th a t  
e n g u lfs  the p e o p le  o f  Les Soeurs Vatard s t i l l  surrounds the c h a r a c te r s  
o f  En menage. In the s t r e e t  scen e a t  n ig h t  which opens the b o o k , 
d e s c r ip t io n  dom inates movement and d ia lo g u e ; movements w ith in  the 
d e s c r ip t io n  a re  fro z e n  in t o  the s t a s i s  o f  a ta b lea u  v iv a n t
('U n  ra t  se f a u f i l a i t  dans l e  tuyau d 'u n e  g a r g o u i l l e , '  p . 7 ) .  A 
l i t t l e  la t e r  on , when Andre a r r iv e s  home, to  d is c o v e r  h is  w i fe  in  
bed w ith her l o v e r ,  we are made fa r  more aware o f  the p re se n ce  o f  
the o b je c ts  in  the room than o f  the em otion s o f  the th ree  c h a r a c t e r s .  
In a way, t h i s  blankness has a c e r t a in  e l l i p t i c a l  p s y c h o lo g ic a l  
v a lu e . R ather than try  to  convey the s u r p r is e  o f  André or the 
stunned shock  o f  the two a d u lte r e r s  d i r e c t l y ,  Huysmans as i t  w ere 
tra n s fe rs  t h e i r  pan ic to  the room : 'On s e n t a i t ,  dans l a  p iè c e ,  une 
déroute e f f r o y a b le ,  une panique im m ense.' (p .1 4 )  The p a ra ly se d  
s ile n c e  o f  th e  ch a ra cters  ( 'T o u s  r e s t a ie n t  im m obiles , m u e ts ,' p .1 4 )  
i s  fu rth er  em phasised by b e in g  surrounded  by the in t r u s iv e  p re se n ce  
o f  the o b je c t s  in  the room —  the ca n d le  ra p p in g  a g a in s t  i t s  h o ld e r ,  
the draught b low in g  the fla m e, an a z a le a  sh edd in g  i t s  p e t a l s ,  a 
p e t t ic o a t  ca sca d in g  on to  the f l o o r ,  the c lo c k  t i c k in g ,  the sm e ll 
o f  perfume w ith  i t s  e r o t i c  im p l ic a t io n s .
André i s  b es id es  a p a ss iv e  c h a r a c t e r ,  in ca p a b le  o f  spon tan eou s 
a c t io n ; thus he has no immediate im pulse about how to  deal w ith  
h is  w i fe 's  b e tra y a l (a n g e r , je a lo u s y ,  v i o le n c e  e t c . ) ,  and f i n a l l y  
can only en v isa g e  the a lt e r n a t iv e s  open to  him as 'L e s  deux r ô l e s '  
(p .2 0 )  —  a c t io n  ca r r ie d  out w ith  l i t t l e  c o n v ic t io n .  The f i r s t  
chapter ends on a n ote  o f  absurd a n t ic l im a x , w ith  André show ing 
the em barrassed lo v e r  down the s t a i r s ,  r e fu s in g  h is  v i s i t i n g  ca rd ,
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warning him to  mind the s t e p .  Such an a p p roa ch , a l lo w in g  the 
m a n ife s ta t io n s  o f  the e x t e r io r  w o r ld  t o  en cro a ch  upon c h a ra c te r s  
who seem in ca p a b le  o f  p o s i t i v e  a c t i o n  and subm it u n h e r o ic a l ly  to  
f o r c e  o f  c ir cu m s ta n ce s , m i l ie u ,  seem s a g a in  a t y p i c a l  exam ple o f  
the n a t u r a l is t  v iew  o f  man as the i n s i g n i f i c a n t  p rey  o f  f o r c e s  
both w ith in  and w ith ou t h im s e l f .  ( 1 3 2 )
One way in  which Huysmans manages to  fu s e  h is  r e c o r d in g  
eye w ith  the s t o r y  en a cted  by h is  c h a r a c t e r s  has a lr e a d y  been 
in d ic a t e d : A n d re 's  p e r s p e c t iv e  i s  i d e n t i f i e d  w ith  th a t  o f  the 
n a r ra to r , the v o ic e  t e l l i n g  the s t o r y .  He i s  more than a 
con v en ien t o b se rv e r  who p ro v id e s  a s u i t a b l e  p r e t e x t  f o r  d e s c r ip t io n ;  
as a w r it e r  h im s e l f ,  h is  o b s e r v a t io n  s e r v e s  an a e s t h e t i c  purpose 
f o r  h is  own work —  in  o th e r  w ord s , a n y th in g  he s e e s  can in  a 
sense be r e la t e d  to  h is  p sy ch o lo g y  as  a n o v e l i s t  a ttu n ed  to  the 
ou ts id e  w o r ld . A part from  t h is  ' j u s t i f i c a t i o n ' ,  w hich co u ld  
e a s i ly  become a p r e t e x t ,  a s o r t  o f  c o u n t e r p o in t  i s  e s t a b lis h e d  
between A n d re 's  e x p e r ie n ce  o f  the w o r ld  and the a e s t h e t i c  
d is c u s s io n s  he has w ith  C yprien  a b o u t  how an a r t i s t  sh ou ld  
e x p e r ie n ce  and r e c o rd  the w o r ld ; d e s c r i p t i o n s  o f  h is  e x p e r ie n ce  
can be seen  as i l l u s t r a t i o n s  o f  o r  comments on t h e i r  d is c u s s io n s  
(ch a p te r  f i v e ,  f o r  e x a m p le ). In  a d d it i o n  a c e r t a in  amount o f  
i r o n ic a l  r e f l e c t i o n  on the fu n c t io n s  o f  the w r it e r  can be 
found in  En menage, w hich aga in  adds to  i t s  p e rso n a l e f f e c t .
One o f  the most e n t e r t a in in g  s e t p i e c e s  in  En menage i s  s e t  
in  a cheap re s ta u ra n t  ( 'u n  p e t i t  m a s tr o q u e t ' p . 3 5 f f « )  v i s i t e d  by 
Andre a t  the end o f  ch a p ter  tw o. F ood  p la y s  an im p ortan t p a r t  
in  th is  and o th e r  w orks, in  th ree  r e la t e d  w ays. T h e m a tica lly , 
i t  i  s a t  the co re  o f  the problem  o f  d o m e s t i c i t y ,  the ménage : 
in  a q u ite  l i t e r a l  s e n s e , the b a c h e lo r  o f  l im it e d  means (and
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Andre, who a t  th is  p o in t  has ju s t  l e f t  h is  w i fe )  i s  o b l ig e d  to  
engage on a  q u est f o r  a  s u p p ly , o r  s u p p l i e r ,  o f  f o o d .  But t h i s  
quest f o r  m eals o b v io u s ly  takes on a  s y m b o lic  v a lu e ,  le a d in g  r ig h t  
up to  the q u e s t  f o r  h a p p in e ss . Cod, s p i r i t u a l  nou rish m en t e t c . ;  
or r a th e r , i t  becom es a s o r t  o f  p h y s io lo g ic a l  metonymy f o r  a l l  
the a s s o c ia t e d  a s p e c ts  o f  the b ody , and the h o u se h o ld . E a t in g  i s  
an a c t  w hich  em phasises the un ion  o f  the cou p le  who share t h e i r  
m eal, o r  the s o l i t u d e  o f  the b a c h e lo r  who e a ts  a lo n e  —  the cheap 
res ta u ra n t i s  c o n tr a s te d  w ith  the warmth o f  the u n ite d  i n t e r i o r ,  
the home. A part from  the e lem en t o f  com pa n ion sh ip , in  a more 
p h y s ica l s e n s e , e a t in g  w ith  someone e l s e  can be a s s o c ia t e d  w ith  
sh arin g  o t h e r  a c t i v i t i e s  w ith  someone e l s e  —  n o ta b ly  s e x . In  
ch apter tw e lve  o f  En menage g lu t to n y  becom es a s u b s t i t u t e ,  o r  
a lt e r n a t iv e ,  f o r  se x  f o r  Jeanne and A ndre. The two a p p e t it e s  
a re , as i t  w ere , in te r c h a n g e a b le . The p h y s io lo g y  o f  e a t in g , 
the whole p r o c e s s  from  p r e p a r a t io n , to  a b s o r p t io n , t o  d ig e s t i o n  
and e x c r e t i o n ,  in  f a c t  r e f l e c t s  a c e r t a in  co n c e p t io n  o f  the human 
machine; good  o r  bad d ig e s t io n  dem on strates  the s o l i d i t y  o f  th e  
n e rv e s , o n e 's  em otion a l s t a b i l i t y  (A n d re 's  shock a t  c a tc h in g  o u t  
h is  w ife  g iv e s  him c o l i c ,  p . 26 ) ;  the s tre n g th  o f  o n e 's  a p p e t i t e  
and fa s t id io u s n e s s  in d ic a t e s  o n e 's  s e n s i t i v i t y  and r e s is t a n c e  
to the w o r ld .
P r e d ic t a b ly  p erh ap s , A n d re 's  'h o r r i b le s  d o u le u rs  d 'e n t r a i l l e s '  
(p .2 6 )  a rou sed  the wrath o f  contem porary c r i t i c s .  'M . Huysmans 
plonge dans un vase  de n u i t , '  excla im ed  E . C o p p e lio  in  G il B ia s , 
adding e x tr a v a g a n t ly :
dans l e  roman En Menage. on va aux l i e u x  d 'a is a n c e s  p lu s  
sou ven t que dans l a  v ie  r é e l l e .  ( 1 3 3 )
S im ila r ly , Edmond de C on cou rt co n s id e re d  th a t
l 'a u t e u r  e s t  tr o p  amoureux de c a c a . -  e t  de ca ca  d é v e rs é  
par p e t i t e s  ch ia d e s  su r to u te s  l e s  p a g e s . ( 1 3 4 )
R e c a ll in g  the r e fe r e n c e  t o  ' l ' l c r e  p is s a t  de c h a t ' w h ich  had 
e n te rta in e d  or  in fu r ia t e d  r e v ie w e r s  o f  Lea S oeu rs V atard  
( Les Soeure V a ta rd . p .1 4 ) ,  A. S c h o l l  g re e te d  En menage w ith  a
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la b o r io u s  parody o f  Huysmans' s u p p o s e d ly  s c a t o lo g i c a l  m anner. ( 1 35)
I t  i s  p e r f e c t ly  true  th a t  e v a c u a t io n  o f  the b la d d e r  o r  b ow els  
seems to  be an o b s e s s io n  w ith  c e r t a in  n a t u r a l i s t  n o v e l i s t s .
Thus in  A le x is ' 6to r y  'L e s  Femmes du p ère  L e fè v r e ' f o r  no 
apparent reason  a grou p  o f  p r o s t i t u t e s  i s  seen  u r in a t in g  in  a 
s id e s t r e e t  —  as though a n a t u r a l i s t  s t o r y  would n o t  be com plete  
w ith ou t such an i n c id e n t .  The m ost n o to r io u s  c e le b r a t io n  o f  
s ca to lo g y  i s  o f  cou rse  B e n n iq u e 's  s t o r y  'B enjam in R o s e s ' .
A ccord in g  to  O .R . Morgan:
S ca to lo g y  and t r u c u le n c e  a r e  a l l i e d  in  t h is  q u a in t ly  p u tr id  
t a le ,  in  w hich d e fe c a t io n  i s  a co n s ta n t  a c t i v i t y ,  and in  
which Hennique re a ch e s  th e  extrem es o f  N a t u r a l is t  a n t i ­
p r o p r ie t y . ( l 36 )
The opening sen ten ce  o f  'B en jam in  R o s e s ' in d i c a t e s ,  h ow ever ,
th a t Hennique i s  a im ing a t  a r a t h e r  macabre humour:
Le matin où i l  s 'a p e r ç u t  d e  ce  qu i l u i  s u r v e n a it ,  
durant sa  promenade h a b i t u e l l e ,  l e  lo n g  d 'u n e  p e t i t e  
sou rce  dont l a  v o i x  é t a i t  r i e u s e ,  presque a l 'e n t r é e  
d 'u n  b o is  s i t u é  à  un d e m i- l ie u e  du pays n a t a l ,  M. R o se s , 
a c c r o u p i , d é c u lo t t é ,  a n c ie n  n o t a ir e ,  se r e le v a  t o u t  
p& le. ( 1 3 7 )
Hennique has a penchant f o r  c o n n e c t in g  t o t a l l y  d is p a r a te  
elem ents in  the same p assage  o r  s e n te n ce  w ith  g ro te sq u e  e f f e c t .  ( 1 3 8 ) 
Thus here the v u lg a r i t y  o f  'a c c r o u p i ,  d é c u lo t t é ' i s  somehow 
m agnified  and made even more o u tra g e o u s  by the a d d it io n  o f  
'a n c ie n  n o t a ir e ' —  in  i t s e l f  t o t a l l y  i r r e le v a n t  —  t o  the 
enum eration; s im i la r ly  the t r i t e l y  i d y l l i c  s e t t in g  su g g e s te d  
(and no doubt d e r id e d )  by the 'la u g h in g  b ro o k ' seems b u r le s q u e ly  
out o f  p la ce  w ith  what the u n fo r tu n a te  RoseB i s  d o in g  t h e r e .
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R e p ly in g  to  c r i t i c s  who a p p a r e n t ly  o b je c t e d  to  the p ages  in  
h is  n o v e l Le R oi des au lnes w here the h e ro  in s p e c t s  h is  s t o o l s ,  
M ichel T ou rn ier  comments;
J 'a i  d i t  que mes romans é t a i e n t  a u ta n t de t e n ta t iv e s  
pour t r a n s c r ir e  en im ages e t  en h i s t o i r e s  un ce r ta in  
fo n d s  m étaphysique. Eh b ie n ,  c ' e s t  un f a i t ,  on d i r a i t  
que je t é e  dans l e  c r e u s e t  rom anesque, l 'o n t o l o g i e  se 
métamorphose p a r t ie l le m e n t  en s c a t o lo g ie !  (1 3 9 )
W hile the excrem en tia l o f f e r in g s  o f  c e r t a in  o f  Huysmans’ f e l l o w -
a u th ors  seem n earer s c h o o lb o y is h  bad t a s t e  than m eta p h y sics ,
T ou rn ier  a t  l e a s t  p ro v id e s  one p o s s ib le  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  f o r
u n d e r lin in g  fundam ental b o d i ly  p r o c e s s e s .  In  En menage and
e lse w h e re , Huysmans s k i l f u l l y  g iv e s  an im p re ss iv e  reson ance
to  an a p p a re n tly  t r i v i a l  o r  v u lg a r  a rea  o f  l i f e  ( th e  p ro ce ss
o f  e a t in g ) ,  e s t a b lis h in g  a th e m a tic  netw ork  w hich  i s  com municated
by a b a t te r y  o f  cu lin a ry  o r  a lim e n ta r y  im ages, so  th a t th ere  are
few a re a s  o f  e x p e r ie n ce  where fo o d  d oes n o t  in t r u d e . (H is
s t y l i s t i c  in v e n tio n s  w i l l  be d is c u s s e d  more f u l l y  in  the n e x t
ch a p te r  on A v a u - l 'e a u . )  D e s c r ip t io n s  o f  e a t in g  o ccu r  f r e q u e n t ly ;
Huysmans serv es  up a la rg e  number o f  r e v o l t i n g  m ea ls , whose
n a u se a t in g  in g re d ie n ts  are p re s e n te d  w ith  macabre v e r v e . I t  i s
w orth r e c a l l in g ,  how ever, th a t  n o t  a l l  m eals a re  bad: the q u a l i t y
o f  a meal seems to  depend as much on the em otion a l co n te x t  i t  i s
ea ten  in  as the c o o k in g . ( 1 4 0 ) N orm a lly , the re s ta u ra n t  meal
s i g n i f i e s  i s o la t i o n  and i s  t h e r e fo r e  bad ; w hereas the meal ea ten
a t home r e f l e c t s  e i t h e r  the warmth o r  d is u n it y  o f  the h ou seh old  —
good when André e a ts  w ith  C yp rien  and h is  m aternal con cu b in e  M e lie ,
g h a s t ly  when Cyprien e a ts  w ith  André and h is  f r i g i d  w ife  B e rth e .
And r e c e n t ly  reu n ited  w ith  J ea n n e , André d evou rs a German meal in
a b r a s s e r ie  w ith  greedy r e l i s h .
To retu rn  to  the passage in  the r e s ta u ra n t  in  ch a p te r  two.
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i t  has then an exem plary va lu e  b o th  th e m a t ic a l ly  and d e s c r ip t iv e ly  
in  the n ove l as a .w h o le . The s t r i d e n t  in s i s t e n c e  on the r e p u ls iv e ,  
fa tu o u s  o r  b iz a r r e  g iv e s  i t  a ton e o f  m acabre humour a ga in  t y p ic a l  
o f  Huysmans —  and in  f a c t  th ese  p a ges  w ere a n t h o lo g is e d  by André 
B re to n . (1 4 1 ) The d e s c r ip t iv e  d e t a i l s  w h ich  s u p p o se d ly  d e p i c t  
the banal fu r n is h in g s  o f  q u o t id ia n  e x is t e n c e  are in  f a c t  r a r e ly  
b a n a l . Sometimes the sh eer  cu m u la tion  o f  d e t a i l  p rod u ces  a p ic tu r e  
where the o b je c t  i s  a t  i t  were m a g n ifie d  beyond r e c o g n i t i o n .  Thus 
th ere  i s  a s o r t  o f  o b s c e n ity  in  some o f  the item s in  the r e s ta u ra n t  
window —  m ainly because the a u th o r  l in g e r s  a l i t t l e  to o  lo n g  over 
them: a melon i s  n o t  s im p ly  g row in g  in  a b o t t l e ,  b u t i s  ’ tu m escen t1 
( ' s e  t u m é f ia i t ',  p .3 5 ) ï  a r a b b it  becom es a d isem b ow elled  c o r p s e :
un la p in ,  o u v e r t  su r un p l a t ,  l e s  q u a tre  p a t t e s  en l ' a i r ,
é t a l a i t  l e  v i o l e t  v isqu eu x  de son f o i e  su r sa  c a r c a s s e
la v é e  de v e r m il lo n  t r è s  p â l e ,  ( p . 3 6 )
The o b je c t  i s  tran sform ed  in t o  a s i n i s t e r  a e s t h e t i c  s p e c t a c le ,  
dead o rg a n ic  m atter i s  made in t o  a  s t i l l  l i f e  —  one way o f  
esca p e  from  the c y c le  o f  n a tu re .
The macabre o r  b iz a r r e  i s  in  f a c t  n e v e r  f a r  be low  the 
s u r fa c e  o f  r e a l i t y  even  b e fo r e  th e  'd e c a d e n t ' w ork s , as th is  
scen e  in  the re s ta u ra n t  a ls o  d e m o n stra te s . C o n clu d in g  h is  
in v e n to ry  o f  the c o n te n ts  o f  the main room , Huysmans draws 
a t t e n t io n  to  a cage h anging  from  the c e i l i n g ,  in h a b ite d  by a 
c u t t l e - f i s h  ow ing to  the dem ise o f  the p re v io u s  o cc u p a n t . A 
s u cce s s io n  o f  fa tu o u s  c o n v e r s a t io n s  overh eard  by André ends w ith  
a le c t u r e  on the m anufacture and s a le  o f  f a l s e  t e e th  by an i t in e r a n t  
quack . E lsew here in  the b ook , th e  a u th or l in g e r s  s im i la r ly  over 
the manias and o d d i t ie s  o f  c h a r a c te r s  who appear i n c id e n t a l l y :  
such as the s e n i l e  o ld  man and th e  a p p re n t ic e  t o a s t in g  h er h a ir  
on the s tov e  g lim psed  in  the la u n d ry  in  ch a p te r  t h r e e .  A f ig u r e
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l ik e  the 'marchand de s o u p e ' o f  C yprien  and A n d re 's  s ch o o ld a y s , 
d is p la y in g  h is  i l l u s t r a t e d  manual on s y p h i l i s  to  th e  p u p i ls  ( p . 56 ) t  
i s  seen  as a s o r t  o f  n ig h tm arish  ch ild h o o d  ogre in  th e  manner o f  
E .T .A . H offm ann 's Sandman. The penchant w hich  Huysmans r e v e a ls  
f o r  the more lu r id  and m a rve llou s  e p is o d e s  o f  C h r is t ia n  legen d  
in  l a t e r  works i s  thus a lr e a d y  p re s e n t  in  t h is  u rge  t o  p ic k  ou t 
the more e x tr a o r d in a r y  a s p e c ts  o f  the e v e ry d a y .
A lth ou gh  the re s ta u ra n t  scen e  i s  h ig h ly  s u c c e s s fu l  on i t s  
own term s, A n d re 's  p a r t  in  i t  i s  l i t t l e  more than t h a t  o f  p a s s iv e  
o b s e r v e r . There i s  a c e r t a in  i r o n i c a l  c o n t r a s t  betw een  h is  
i r r i t a t i o n  w ith  the p la ce  and im p a tien ce  t o  le a v e  and the 
thoroughness w ith  w hich the re s ta u ra n t  i s  d e s c r ib e d .  The slow n ess 
o f  the s e r v ic e  i s  matched by the d e la y in g  e f f e c t  p ro d u ce d  by the 
l in g e r in g  in v e n to ry  o f  the room . P . Hamon has d e s c r ib e d  Z o la 's  
a ttem pt to  use c h a ra c te r  to  p la ce  o r  p erm it d e s c r i p t i o n ,  because 
o f  h is  w ish  th a t
l a  d e s c r ip t io n  d o i t  S tre  s e n t ie  par l e  l e c t e u r  comme
t r ib u t a i r e  de 1 ' o e i l  du personnage qu i l a  p ren d  en charge
( . . . )  e t  non du s a v o ir  du rom a n cier  (Une ' f i c h e ' ) . . .  (1 4 2 )
C on seq u en tly , Hamon a rg u e s , a c e r t a in  'th ém atiq u e  v i d e '  a r i s e s ;  
f o r  in s t a n c e ,  h e ig h ts  w hich  in  S ten dh al prom ote the theme o f  
e u p h o r ia , in  Z o la  may m ere ly  o f f e r  an o u t lo o k  f o r  d e s c r i p t i o n .  (1 4 3 ) 
H ere, th en , A n d re 's  p e r s p e c t iv e  i s  perhaps sim ply an in s ta n ce  o f  
th is , 'th ém a tiq u e  v i d e ' .  In  ch a p te r  e i g h t ,  A n d re 's  sudden 
'd i s c o v e r y ' o f  h is  q u a rte r  e a r ly  one m orning seems even  more o f  
a b la ta n t  p r e te x t  to  in s e r t  an e x h a u stiv e  d e s c r ip t io n  ( p . 200f f . ) ,  
p a r t ic u la r ly  as he has a lr e a d y  in s p e c te d  the area  in  d e t a i l  from  
h is  b a lcon y  in  ch a p te r  f i v e .  These d e s c r ip t io n s  in  ch a p te r  f i v e ,  
on the o th e r  hand, are more c l o s e l y  r e la t e d  to  the c h a r a c t e r 's  
inn er l i f e  and a c t i o n s .  A n d re 's  o b s e r v a t io n s  o f  th e  a c t i v i t i e s
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o f  the rue Cambacérès (where he l i v e s ,  o p p o s it e  the M in is try  o f  
the I n t e r i o r ) ,  f o r  exa m p le , show him p u t t in g  in t o  p r a c t i c e  C y p r ie n 's  
e x h o r ta t io n s  in  the same ch a p ter to  e x p lo r e  the ' s t r e e t ' ,  the 
topography and am biance o f  the q u a rte rs  o f  P a r is .  (1 4 4 )  At the 
same tim e, h is  v o y e u r i s t i c  c u r io s i t y  (w h ich  a llo w s  him to  
p en etra te  to  the p r iv a t e  l i v e s  o f  the c i v i l  s e rv a n ts  whoBe o f f i c e s  
are exposed  to  h is  b a lc o n y )  i s  an esca p e  from  i d l e n e s s ;  he la c k s  
the w ill -p o w e r  to  c o n c e n tra te  on h is  work and i s  s o  h y p e r s e n s it iv e  
to  h is  surroundings th a t  he has t o 'a b s o r b ' them f o r  a f o r t n ig h t  
'd e  t e l l e  s o r te  que l e u r  a p p é t it  de d i s t r a c t i o n  c e s s & t . ' (p .1 2 3 )
In h e r ite d  from  the G oncourt b r o t h e r s ,  (1 4 5 )  th is  in t e r a c t io n  
o f  in n er and o u ter  w o r ld s  may seem to  be a n t ic ip a t o r y  o f  P r o u s t . 
O b jects  may be seen as  an in v o lu n ta ry  s tim u lu s  t o  o r  co n ta in e r s  
o f  memory ( 'T o u te  tine b o u ffé e  de s o u v e n ir s  amoureux s 'é c h a p p a it  
de ce p a p ie r , '  p .2 1 5 )«  Darkness s t im u la te s  r e c o l l e c t i o n s ,  l i g h t  
d r iv e s  them away. ( p p .  152 -54 ) The Luxembourg gard en s are a 
r e p o s it o r y  o f  a d o le s c e n t  memories f o r  C yprien  and A ndré, ( p . 46 )
The d e s c r ip t io n  o f  th e  te r ra ce  o f  the gardens ( t h e  th ree  para ­
graphs beg in n in g  ' I l s  s e n ta ie n t  a u tou r d 'e u x  un s i l e n c e  en ve lop p é  
de b r u i t , '  f o r  exam p le , p .4 9 )  f i l l s  i n ,  in  a manner o f  sp ea k in g , 
the 's p a c e ' o ccu p ie d  by the c h a r a c t e r s ' r e v e r i e ,  add in g  a t  the 
same time a s o r t  o f  sen su a l su bstan ce  to  the w o r ld  around them 
which i s  so  r i c h  in  a s s o c ia t io n s .  The d e s c r ip t io n  thus h e lp s  the 
t r a n s it io n  from  o b j e c t s ,  t h e ir  s t im u la t in g  e f f e c t ,  to  r e v e r ie ,  
f i r s t  su ggested  by t h i s  'p a u s e ',  and then re co u n te d  in  d ia lo g u e ; 
f in a l l y  the n a r r a to r  takes o v e r  and summarises t h i s  d ia lo g u e , (p .5 3 )  
H ubert Juin rem arks abou t such sce n e s  o f  re m in is c e n ce , 
r e f e r r in g  to  C y p r ie n , André, F o la n tin  and des E s s e in te s t
Tous, e t  ch a cu n , co n n a isse n t l ' i l l u m i n a t i o n  p ro u s tie n n e : 
un goû t r e t r o u v é  le u r  r e s t i t u e  une scène couronnée par 
l e  bonheur. ( 1 4 6 )
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o f  the rue Cam bacérès (w here he l i v e s ,  o p p o s it e  the M in is try  o f  
the I n t e r i o r ) ,  f o r  exam p le , show him p u t t in g  in t o  p r a c t i c e  C y p r ie n 's  
e x h o r ta t io n s  in  the same ch a p te r  to  e x p lo r e  the ' s t r e e t ' ,  the 
topography and am biance o f  the q u a r te r s  o f  P a r is .  (1 4 4 )  At the 
same tim e, h is  v o y e u r i s t i c  c u r i o s i t y  (w h ich  a llo w s  him to  
p en etra te  to  the p r iv a t e  l i v e s  o f  the c i v i l  s e rv a n ts  whose o f f i c e s  
are exposed  to  h is  b a lc o n y )  i s  an e s ca p e  from  i d l e n e s s ;  he la c k s  
the w ill -p o w e r  to  c o n c e n tra te  on h is  work and i s  s o  h y p e r s e n s it iv e  
to  h is  su rrou n d in gs  th a t  he has t o 'a b s o r b *  them f o r  a  f o r t n ig h t  
'd e  t e l l e  s o r te  que le u r  a p p é t i t  de d i s t r a c t i o n  c e s s & t . '  ( p . 1 2 3 )
In h e r ite d  from  the C on cou rt b r o t h e r s ,  (1 4 5 ) t h i s  in t e r a c t io n  
o f  in n er and o u te r  w or ld s  may seem t o  be a n t ic ip a t o r y  o f  P ro u s t . 
O b jec ts  may be seen  as an in v o lu n ta r y  s tim u lu s  to  o r  co n ta in e r s  
o f  memory ( 'T o u te  une b o u f fé e  de s o u v e n ir s  amoureux s 'é c h a p p a it  
de ce p a p ie r , '  p .2 1 5 ) .  D arkness s t im u la t e s  r e c o l l e c t i o n s ,  l i g h t  
d r iv e s  them away. ( p p .1 5 2 -5 4 ) The Luxembourg garden s are a 
r e p o s it o r y  o f  a d o le s c e n t  mem ories f o r  C yp rien  and A n dré , ( p . 46 )
The d e s c r ip t io n  o f  the t e r r a c e  o f  the gard en s (th e  th re e  para ­
graphs b eg in n in g  ' I l s  s e n t a ie n t  a u to u r  d 'e u x  un s i l e n c e  en ve lop p é  
de b r u i t , '  f o r  exam ple , p .4 9 )  f i l l s  i n ,  in  a manner o f  sp ea k in g , 
the 's p a c e ' o c cu p ie d  by the c h a r a c t e r s ' r e v e r i e ,  a d d in g  a t  the 
same time a s o r t  o f  sen su a l s u b s ta n ce  to  the w orld  around them 
which i s  s o  r i c h  in  a s s o c i a t i o n s .  The d e s c r ip t io n  thus h e lp s  the 
t r a n s it io n  from  o b j e c t s ,  t h e ir  s t im u la t in g  e f f e c t ,  t o  r e v e r i e ,  
f i r s t  su ggested  by t h is  'p a u s e ' ,  and then re co u n te d  in  d ia lo g u e ; 
f i n a l l y  the n a r r a to r  takes o v e r  and summarises t h i s  d ia lo g u e , (p .5 3 )  
Hubert Ju in  rem arks abou t su ch  s ce n e s  o f  r e m in is c e n c e , 
r e fe r r in g  to  C y p rie n , A ndré, F o la n t in  and des E s s e in te s s
Tous, e t  ch a cu n , c o n n a is s e n t  l ' i l l u m i n a t i o n  p ro u s t ie n n e i 
un goQt r e t r o u v é  le u r  r e s t i t u e  une scène cou ron n ée par 
l e  bonheur. ( 1 4 6 )
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But such an ana logy  ia  m is le a d in g . O b je c t s  o r  sen se  im p re ss io n s  
may w e ll r e c a l l  scen es  o r  f e e l i n g s  from  the p a s t  in  En m énage.
A r e b o u r s . A v a u - l 'e a u  and l a t e r  w o rk s . For exam ple , in  the 
th e a tr e , M. F o la n tin  h as r e c o l l e c t i o n s  o f  sou nd , ta s te  and sm ell 
( A v a u - l 'e a u . ch a pter t h r e e ) .  H ow ever, ch a r a c te r s  r a r e ly  seem to  
be 'i l lu m in a t e d ' by su ch  moments, o r  even  ch eered  u p . A n d re 's  
r e c o l l e c t i o n s  o f  s c h o o l  g iv e  him 'd e s  n a u s é e s ',  (p .5 5 )  (1 4 7 )
From r e c a l l in g  th e ir  own u n h ap p in ess , André and C yprien  move to  
a v i s io n  o f  u n iv e rs a l m ise ry , as th ey  exam ine the f a i l u r e s  o f  a l l  
th e ir  s ch oo lm a tes . 'D ie u  de D ieu ! q u e l ta s  de boue l 'o n  remue 
quand on se re p o r te  en a r r i è r e , '  says A n dré, ( p .6 0 )  One r e c a l l s  
B a u d e la ir e 's  o b s e r v a t io n  in  La F a n fa r lo : ' l e  s o u v e n ir  n 'e s t  qu'une 
s o u ffra n ce  n o u v e l l e . '  (1 4 8 )
Thus 'in v o lu n ta r y  memory' ( o r ,  more p r e c i s e ly ,  s c e n e s  based 
on re m in isce n ce ) in  En ménage o r  o th e r  works d oes n o t  r e a l l y  have 
the p re te n s io n  o f  p ro v in g  the c o n t in u it y  o f  the s e l f ,  o f  su g g e stin g  
an escape from  the a s s a u lt s  o f  t im e , th e  q u o t id ia n , and s o  on .
I t  i s  b e t te r  to  see su ch  scen es  in  term s o f  Huysmans' in t im a te  
l in k in g  o f  s e n se s , im a g in a t io n  and s p i r i t ,  and above a l l  perhaps 
h is  n a r ra t iv e  te ch n iq u e . A c t io n , from  En ménage onw ards, i s  based 
fa r  l e s s  on a con tin u ou s  s e r ie s  o f  e v e n ts  in  the p r e s e n t ,  in  which 
the ch a ra cte r  c a r r ie s  ou t v a r io u s  a c t i v i t i e s ,  than on th e  e x p lo r a t io n  
o f  v a r io u s  moments in  the l i f e  o f  the h e r o . When p a st moments 
are re co u n te d , the h e ro  i s  a t  i t  were im m ob ilised  in  h is  p re se n t, 
and in t e r i o r  monologue or  the n a r r a t o r 's  v o i c e  takes o v e r .  Thus 
we have Cyprien and André in  the Luxembourg gardens ( 'E t  i l s  
a lt e r n a ie n t ,  l 'u n  l 'a u t r e ,  à mesure que l e s  so u v e n irs  l e u r  
re v e n a ie n t ' p .5 3 )t  m emories s t i r r e d  up l ik e  ashes in  ch a p te r  
e lev en  (p .2 8 0 ) ;  André brought back to  the p re s e n t  in  ch a p te r
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tw elve a f t e r  a lo n g  r e v e r ie  by h ie  s l i p p e r  ta p p in g  on the f l o o r  
( p . 303 ) .  Such d e t a i l s  a n t ic ip a t e  the v i r t u a l  d i s s o lu t i o n  o f  the 
p resen t i n ,  sa y , ch a p ter seven  o f  A r e b o u r s , when we a re  t o ld  
des E ss e in te s  ' re v é cu t  tou te  son  e x i s t e n c e , ' ( à r e b o u r s , p .1 1 2 ) 
l i v i n g  o f f  the su bstan ce o f  h i s  m em ories.
The in t e r a c t io n  o f  s e n s e s ,  em otions and s p i r i t  i s  m ost 
f u l l y  dem onstrated by Huysmans' treatm ent o f  se x u a l r e la t i o n s  
in  En menage. A lthough sex  i s  o f t e n  p resen ted  m e ta p h o r ic a lly  
as an a p p e t it e  in  terms o f  e a t in g  and d r in k in g  ( f o r  exam ple p . 1 6 3 ) ,  
the a u t h o r 's  e x p lo r a t io n  o f  * la  c r i s e  ju p o n n iè r e ' in  ch a p te r  s ix  
shows how f a r  he now i s  from  cru de id e a s  abou t n a t u r a l i s t  p sych o­
lo g y  c o n s is t in g  m erely o f  b r u t is h  a p p e t it e s  and i n s t i n c t s .  
E s s e n t ia l ly  the ' f i è v r e  ju p o n n iè r e ' i s  due to  the h e r o 's  r e v o l t  
a g a in st  s o l i t u d e ,  to  the d e s i r e  f o r  the in t im a te  p re se n ce  o f  
another p e rs o n , o f  another p e r s o n a l i t y ,  the s im p le  sound o f  whose 
movements, sp eech , g e s tu re s  and so  on im p lie s  some s o r t  o f  
em otional communion:
I l  d e s i r a i t  l a  femme, non pour l 'é t r e i n t e  c h a r n e l le  de son 
c o r p s , mais pour l e  fr& lem en t de sa  ju p e , l a  c l i q u e t t e  de 
son r i r e ,  l e  b ru issem en t de sa  v o ix ,  pour l ' a i r  e n f in  
q u 'e l l e  dégage , ( p . 1 5 2 )
A n dre 's  r e c o l l e c t i o n  in  c h a p te r  two o f  ' 1 'a d o r a b le  mouvement de 
sa femme, r e le v a n t  sa  manche e t  se rva n t la  s a u c e ' ( p .2 1 )  has an 
e r o t i c  poignancy which goes  beyond s e x ; ju s t  as the p la t e s  André 
glim pses in  the k itch e n  m e ta p h o r ic a l ly  e x p re ss  the charms o f  
m arried l i f e ,  so  to o  the g e s tu r e  o f  h is  w ife  com bines sexu a l 
appeal and dom estic u t i l i t y ,  the in tim a cy  o f  the s t a b le  ' i n t e r i o r ' .  
C onsequently h is  yea rn in g  when a lon e i s  n o t  s im p ly  f o r  a sexu al 
o u t l e t .  P r o s t it u t e s  p ro v id e  a very  u n s a t is fa c t o r y  'm e d ic in e ' 
and are m en ta lly  d e b i l i t a t i n g :
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I l  ne t r o u v a it  ch e z  e l l e s  l 'a p p a r e n c e  n i d 'u n e  sym path ie ,
n i d 'u n e p o l i t e s s e ,  d 'u n  p l a i s i r  q u e lcon q u e , e n co re  m oin s, ( p . 1 6 0 )
Though one m ight ask why p r o s t i t u t e s  sh ou ld  be sym p a th etic  o r
pretend to  be o th e r  than they a r e ,  t h is  comment r e v e a ls  one o f  the
b a s ic  im pulses o f  A n d re 's  a t t i t u d e  tow ards women —  a d e s ir e  f o r
a f f e c t io n  and com panionsh ip  —  w h ich  i s  c o n s ta n t ly  a t  odds w ith
the contem pt w hich he and the a u th o r  seem to  share f o r  the fem ale
s e x . Perhaps because o f  th is  p a r a d o x ica l  and f r u s t r a t in g
com bination o f  f e e l i n g s ,  the w ords lo v e  o r  h app in ess  r a r e ly
o ccu r , o r  i f  they d o , take on a b i t t e r l y  i r o n i c a l  to n e .
The accou n t o f  B e r th e ’ s u p b r in g in g  and m arriage to  Andre
in  ch apter fo u r  r e v e a ls  an in v e t e r a t e  m isogyny on the p a r t  o f  the
n a r ra to r . I t  i s  more o r  l e s s  a law  o f  n ature th a t ' l ' é t e r n e l
fém in in ' i s  a b lo o d su ck e r  ( p .8 5 ,  p .9 5 ) î  B e r th e 's  l im i t a t io n s
are t y p ic a l  o f  h er sex  ( ' l a  l é g è r e t é  de sa  c e r v e l le  de fem m e,'
p .84) ;  s im i la r ly ,  the s o u l -d e s t r o y in g  c o n f l i c t  w hich ra n ges  her
a ga in st André i s  v i r t u a l l y  seen  t o  be a gen era l fe a tu r e  o f
m arriage, (p .9 2 )  A cco rd in g  to  C y p r ie n , the war between the
sexes has been l a i d  down by 'P r o v id e n c e ',  (p .1 6 9 )  Genuine
a f f e c t io n  does n o t  e x i s t :  André i s  g la d  enough to  f in d  i t s
'a p p a r e n c e ',  (p .1 5 8 )  And y e t  ben eath  th is  grim  cy n ic ism  th ere
i s  an u n dercu rren t o f  in t e n s e ,  r e p r e s s e d  d e s i r e :  'Ah', s ' i l  e x i s t a i t
un ém étique qui vous fa s s e  ren d re  to u te s  le s  v i e i l l e s  te n d re sse s
qu 'on  a là -d e d a n s ! ' ( p .1 1 )  e x c la im s  A ndré, who seems w e ll  aware
o f  the c o n tr a d ic to r y  n a tu re  o f  h is  a t t it u d e  ( ' c ' e s t  p e u t -ê t r e
drfile  de m épriser l e s  femmes, m ais comme on ne peut s 'e n  p r i v e r . . . '
P .1 9 8 ). His l u c i d i t y  i s ,  h ow ever , com bined w ith  a cu r io u s
h y p e r s e n s it iv ity  and weakness o f  w i l l .  He i s  a p t ly  c h a r a c te r is e d
by the a d je c t iv e s  'a m o l l i ,  t r o u b lé ' ( p . 2 l ) t  'un grand a m ollis sem en t
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I l  ne t r o u v a it  ch ez  e l l e s  l 'a p p a r e n c e  n i  d 'u n e  sym p ath ie , 
n i  d 'une p o l i t e s s e ,  d 'u n  p l a i s i r  q u e lco n q u e , e n co re  m oin s, ( p . 1 6 0 )
Though one might ask why p r o s t i t u t e s  sh o u ld  be sy m p a th etic  o r
pretend  to  be o th e r  than they a r e ,  t h is  comment r e v e a ls  one o f  the
b a s ic  im pulses o f  A n d re 's  a t t i t u d e  tow ards women —  a d e s ir e  f o r
a f f e c t i o n  and com panionship  —  w hich  i s  c o n s ta n t ly  a t  odds w ith
the contem pt which he and the author seem to  share f o r  the fem ale
se x . Perhaps because o f  th is  p a r a d o x ic a l  and f r u s t r a t in g
com bination  o f  f e e l i n g s ,  the w ords lo v e  o r  h app in ess  r a r e ly
o c c u r , o r  i f  they d o , take on a b i t t e r l y  i r o n i c a l  to n e .
The accou n t o f  B e r th e 's  u p b r in g in g  and m arriage to  Andre
in  ch a p ter  fo u r  r e v e a ls  an in v e t e r a t e  m isogyny on the p a r t  o f  the
n a r r a to r . I t  i s  more o r  l e s s  a law o f  n ature  th a t  ' l ' é t e r n e l
fé m in in ' i s  a b lo o d su ck e r  ( p .8 3 ,  p .9 5 ) ;  B e r th e 's  l im i t a t io n s
are t y p ic a l  o f  her sex  ( ' l a  l é g è r e t é  de sa  c e r v e l l e  de fem m e,'
p .8 4 ) ;  s im i la r ly ,  the s o u l -d e s t r o y in g  c o n f l i c t  w hich ra n ges  her
a g a in st  André i s  v i r t u a l l y  seen  to  be a  g en era l fe a tu r e  o f
m arriage , (p .9 2 )  A cco rd in g  t o  C y p r ie n , the war between the
sexes has been l a i d  down by 'P r o v id e n c e ' ,  (p .1 6 9 )  Genuine
a f f e c t i o n  does n o t e x i s t :  André i s  g la d  enough to  f in d  i t s
'a p p a r e n c e ',  (p .1 5 8 )  And y e t  beneath  t h is  grim  cy n ic is m  th ere
i s  an u n dercu rren t o f  in t e n s e ,  r e p r e s s e d  d e s i r e :  'Ah', s ' i l  e x i s t a i t
un ém étique qui vous fa s s e  ren d re  t o u t e s  l e s  v i e i l l e s  te n d re s se s
qu 'on  a là -d e d a n s ! ' (p .1 1 )  e x c la im s  A n dré , who seems w e l l  aware
o f  the c o n tr a d ic to r y  n ature o f  h is  a t t i t u d e  ( ' c ' e s t  p e u t -ft tr e
dr&le de m épriser l e s  femmes, mais comme on ne peut s 'e n  p r i v e r . . . '
P .1 9 8 ). H is l u c i d i t y  i s ,  how ever, com bined w ith  a cu r io u s
h y p e r s e n s it iv ity  and weakness o f  w i l l .  Be i s  a p t ly  c h a r a c t e r is e d
by the a d je c t iv e s  'a m o l l i ,  t r o u b lé ' ( p . 2 l ) ;  'un  grand a m ollissem en t
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l u i  v i n t ' ( p . 369 ) we re a d , when, a f t e r  some y e a r s ' s e p a ra tio n  
( c f .  p .358 ) ,  h is  w ife  rea p p ea rs  and he su bm its  to  her b lan d ish m en ts. 
Even when he sim ply spends a n ig h t  away fro m  home w ith  B lanche, 
h is  exh a u stion  and d is c o m fo r t  seem e x a g g e ra te d  and e x c e s s iv e ,  (p .2 1 0 )  
A n d re 's  reun ion  w ith  B erth e c l o s e s  th e  c y c le  o f  h is  
a d ven tu res, w ith  him h av in g  g a in e d  l i t t l e  more than an i r o n ic a l  
awareness o f  the im p o s s ib i l i t y  o f  a c h ie v in g  s a t i s fa c t o r y  human 
r e la t io n s h ip s .  As b oth  s o l i t u d e  and women are in t o le r a b le ,  
f r u s t r a t io n  o r  re n u n c ia t io n  o f  d e s i r e  seem  in e v i t a b l e .  The book 
con c lu d es  w ith  the h eroes  c la im in g  to  have found 'h a p p in e s s ',  
a f t e r  g iv in g  up both  a r t i s t i c  and ca rn a l a s p ir a t io n s  f o r  an 
' i d e a l '  o f  m e d io c r ity . But th ey  th e m se lv e s  seem to  propose 
th is  s o lu t io n  i r o n i c a l l y ;  ' t o u t  r i c a n a n t ' ,  C yprien  hopes to  be 
absorbed  by ' l ' é t e r n e l l e  b ê t is e  de l 'h u m a n i t é . '  (p .3 8 6 )  E is  
v e ry  awareness o f  ' l a  b ê t i s e '  w ould  d i s q u a l i f y  him from  becom ing 
one o f  i t s  a d e p ts , one would have th o u g h t . A ccord in g  to  Andre 
Thérives
Le l i v r e  commence par des n o t a t io n s  de la id e u r  ou de 
s a le t é  b u r le sq u e , i l  f i n i t  par l a  p r o f e s s io n  d 'u n e 
m orale désenchantée e t  q u i se  r e n ie  e l le -m ê m e .. .  (1 4 9 )
This n ih i l is m  re fu s e s  both  hope and d e s p a i r ,  p r e fe r r in g  a tone
o f  cy n ic a l  i r o n y .  A cco rd in g  t o  C y p r ie n , 'N ou s , nous nous estim ons
heureux quand nos c o n v o it i s e s  se  b orn en t à  n 'ê t r e  pas s a t i s f a i t e s ! '
(p .2 8 )  and, a p p ro p r ia te ly  en ou gh , when a t  the end o f  ch a p ters  f i v e
and e ig h t  André i s  d e s c r ib e d  as b e in g  'p a r fa it e m e n t  h e u re u x ', th is
happiness i s  due to  the tem porary c e s s a t io n  o f  h is  d e s i r e s .  He
has reached the p o in t  in  h is  e m o tio n a l c y c l e  where m isogyny i s
tem p ora rily  in  sway; thus in  ch a p te r  e i g h t ,  we are t o l d ,  'La
la s s itu d e  des b ê t is e s  fém in in es  a v a it  g u é r i  André de l a  femme'
(p .2 1 3 ) ,  a lth ou gh  i t  i s  A n d ré 's  own s t u p id  J ea lou sy  th a t m ainly
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b rin g s  an end to  h is  l ia i s o n  w ith  B la n ch e . Perhaps the most 
in t e r e s t in g  th in g  about th is  h app in ess i s  n o t  i t s  s h o r t - l i v e d  
n a tu re , b u t  i t s  em ptiness| the em otion s a r e ,  as i t  w e re , tem por­
a r i l y  s a te d  and d e fu n ct  —  the v e ry  o p p o s it e  o f  ' f u l f i l m e n t ' .
Such an em ptyin g  i s  what C yprien a s p ir e s  t o  a t  the end o f  the 
book ; a n d .a  p a ss in g  comment su ggests  th a t  tru e  h ap p in ess  can be 
found o n ly  in  a com plete  c e s s a t io n  o f  c o n s c io u s n e s s : ' l e  s e u l 
bonheur q u i s o i t  peut—ê tr e  com plet su r  l a  t e r r e ,  ê t r e  au chaud, 
dans un l i t  s o l i t a i r e ,  chez s o i . '  ( p .1 9 6 )  As B esable'au 
s e n t e n t io u s ly  rem arks, s le e p  i s  'c e -s y m b o le  de l a  m o r t . '  (p .1 1 3 )
L ik e  Maupassant, (1 5 0 ) in  h is  f i c t i o n  Euysmans r e v e a ls  a 
h o rro r  o f  fe c u n d it y ,  a r e fu s a l  o f  b i o l o g i c a l  o r  n a tu r a l im p u lse s .
As Brom bert and V i l c o t  have p o in te d  o u t ,  (1 5 1 ) the h e ro e s  s t r i v e  
to  c lo s e  them selves o f f  from  the in t r u s io n s  o f  the w o r ld , yea rn in g  
f o r  a s e cu re  ' i n t e r i o r '  (a lth ou gh  the exam ple o f  b o th  des E ss e in te s  
and André shows th a t i f  they a c t u a l ly  r e a l i s e  th is  s e l f - s u f f i c i e n c y ,  
they p rove  in ca p a b le  o f  s u s ta in in g  i t ) .  Thus the im age o f  the 
' l i t  s o l i t a i r e '  su ggests  n o t  so much s le e p  perhaps as  a 
r e fu s a l  o f  d e s i r e ,  a prim eval s h e l t e r  from  the p re s su r e s  o f  
e x i s t e n c e ;  des E ss e in te s  w i l l  t r y  to  's e  b l o t t i r '  w ith in  h is  
'th é b a ïd e  r a f f i n é e '  ( A re b o u rs , p .1 2 ,  p .1 0 ) .  But in  a d d it io n  to  
des E s s e in t e s 's  t r a g i-c o m ic  a ttem pts to  in v e r t  n a tu r e , i l l u s t r a t i o n s  
o f  th is  r e t r e a t  from the n atu ra l can be found in  e a r l i e r  w orks.
Both the d is e a s e d  urban la n d sca p e , on whose charms C yprien  
e x p a t ia te s  in  ch a p ter  f i v e  o f  En m enare. and the a r t i f i c i a l ,  
the man-made re p re se n t  a s o r t  o f  c h a lle n g e  o r  ail t e r n a t i  ve to  
n a tu re . In  Les Soeurs Vatard ra ilw a y  en g in es  appear much more 
charm ing, more p e rs o n a b le , than the p e o p le  who o b se rv e  them.
In En ménage, c e r ta in  images s im i la r ly  im ply th a t man-made
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o b je c t s  are s u p e r io r  t o  n a tu ra l ones« thus to  con vey  the 
lu x u ria n ce  and s iz e  o f  a  d is p la y  o f  f r u i t s ,  Buysmans d e s c r ib e s  
them as ' s i  énormes e t  s i  su p e rb e s , q u ' i l s  s e m b la ie n t  fa ç o n n é s  
par l a  main de l'hom m e' ( p .2 2 2 ) f  o r  he p re s e n ts  'd e  gran d s 
nuages (q u i )  r o u la ie n t  a in s i  que des fum ées d 'u s i n e . '  ( p . 6 )  
C y p rien ' s enthusiasm  f o r  the s t r e e t  and i t s  m a n ife s t a t io n s  
m ight s u p e r f i c i a l l y  s u g g e s t  an openness to  new a rea s  o f  
e x p e r ie n c e , an aw areness o f  't h e  h ero ism  o f  modern l i f e ' ,  
a r e j e c t i o n  o f  outmoded a r t i s t i c  form u la s  ( f o r  exam ple, p .1 2 8 ) ;  
but he i n s i s t s  w ith  m acabre r e l i s h  on the 's o u f f r a n c e s  e t  
d é t r e s s e s ' ( p . 1 2 5 ) o f  h is  urban s i t e s  and t h e i r  in h a b it a n t s ,  
and th is  d is fig u re m e n t  seems to  be an i n t e g r a l  ra th e r  than an 
in c id e n ta l  p a r t  o f  h is  a e s t h e t i c .  (When D ésableau  v i s i t s  him 
in  ch a p te r  t h ir t e e n ,  he i s ,  a p p r o p r ia t e ly  enough , i l l u s t r a t i n g  
a m ed ica l work on sk in  d i s e a s e s . )  Perhaps the r e a l  charm o f  
such an o u t lo o k , as L em aitre  s u g g e s te d , (1 5 2 ) i s  in  the a e s t h e t i c  
p ostu re  i t  demands: the a r t i s t  d e l ig h t s  n o t  in  the w o r ld  - -  w hich  
i s  c o r r u p t ,  ig n o b le ,  s i c k  —  bu t in  h is  own s u p e r io r i t y  as 
o b se rv e r  and r e c o r d e r  o f  t h is  w o r ld .
Huysmans som etim es u ses  the word 'm a ch in e ' t o  d e s c r ib e  the 
human organism  in  En m énage. (1 5 3 ) To a c e r t a in  e x t e n t  th is  
perhaps in d ic a t e s  a 'm e c h a n is t ic ' c o n c e p t io n  o f  p s y c h o lo g y .
The mind i s  h e a v ily  depen den t on the b a s ic  p ro c e s s e s  o f  the body :
l e  moment de l a  d ig e s t i o n  é t a i t  venu e t  une t e r r i b l e
lo u rd e u r  pesan t su r l a  machine b r is é e  de f a t i g u e ,
l 'a s s o u p i s s a i t  dans son  f a u t e u i l ,  ( p p .2 0 6 -0 7 )
D ig e s t io n  becomes as i t  were a  solem n o c c a s io n  th a t demands a 
heavy due. E lsew h ere , how ever, 'm a ch in e ' i s  no more than a 
con v en ien t m etaphor, s u g g e s t in g  the sm ooth fu n c t io n in g  o f  
A n d ré 's  c r e a t iv e  f a c u l t y  ( p .1 3 6 ) ,  o r  even  the mechanism o f
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dom estic l i f e ,  in t e r a c t io n  betw een  d i f f e r e n t  c h a r a c t e r s ,  (p .2 4 7 )
But, as we have s e e n , Huysmans' g e s tu r e s  towards h e r e d it y  in  
Marthe are n om in a l, and he s k i r t s  r a p id ly  ov er  Z o l a 's  v iew s on 
s c ie n ce  in  the e ssa y  on L 'A ssom m oir. In  En ménage a g a in , the 
most e x p l i c i t  s tatem en t on p h y s io lo g y  v e r g e s  on a parody o f  the 
'n a t u r a l i s t '  v iew  o f  the in te rd e p e n d e n ce  o f  i n s t i n c t s  and moral 
s e n se . In  a speech  w hich d e r id e s  co n v e n t io n a l v iew s  on m arriage 
and c la s s  (a s  h e ld  b y , s a y , D é s a b le a u ), C yprien  a ls o  w h im sica lly  
sym pathises w ith  h is  c a t ,  w h ich , h av in g  been c a s t r a t e d ,  has been 
r id  o f  ' l a  d ou leu r m orale d è s  l e  p r i n c i p e . '  (p .3 1 9 )  I r o n i c a l l y ,  
i t  i s  in  h is  su p p osed ly  p o s t - n a t u r a l i s t  works th a t  Huysmans most 
f u l l y  e x p lo r e s  the v iew  o f  man p rop osed  by contem porary s c ie n c e :  
to  the v e ry  end he a ttem p ts to  r e c o n c i l e  s p i r i t u a l i t y  and p o s i t iv is m , 
v a in ly  tr y in g  to  dem on strate in  Les F ou les  de L o u rd e s , f o r  in s t a n c e , 
th a t s c ie n c e  can r a t i f y  m ir a c le s .  I f  t h i s  con cern  o n ly  r e a l ly  
emerges w ith  A r e b o u r s , i t  i s  perhaps because  in  the p re v io u s  works 
the e x p lo r a t io n  o f  w r it in g  and a r t  i s  p re -e m in e n t.
To con c lu d e  the d is c u s s io n  o f  En menage, one sh ou ld  add th a t 
apart from  b e in g  a p s y c h o lo g ic a l  and s o c i o l o g i c a l  stu dy  o f  v a r io u s  
forms o f  n in e te e n th -ce n tu r y  d o m e st ic  l i f e  (women in  p a r t ic u la r  are 
seen to  be h ig h ly  l im it e d  by t h e i r  s o c i a l  fu n c t io n s  —  Berthe the 
vapid  m id d le -c la s s  g i r l ,  B lan ch e  the p r o s t i t u t e ,  Jeanne the 
co u tu r iè re  fo r c e d  to  le a v e  André by f in a n c ia l  n e c e s s i t y ) ,  the 
n ovel a ls o  g iv e s  a p ic t u r e  o f  the l i f e  o f  the a r t i s t  a t  bay w ith  
h is  m a te r ia ls . S u p e r f i c i a l l y  the com bin ation  o f  André and C yp rien , 
the Bohemians, may seem t o  be c o n tr a s te d  w ith  the f ig u r e  o f  
B esab leau , the a rch e ty p a l b o u r g e o is .  (1 5 4 )  Thus in  a bu rlesqu e 
scene in  ch a p ter  t h ir t e e n ,  D ésab leau  pays a v i s i t  to  C y p r ie n 's  
h ou seh o ld , and much d is c o m fo r te d  by the .a n tics  o f  the a tten da n t
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h ou sek eep er-cu m -m istress  K e lie  and c a t  A lexan dre  f i n a l l y  b e a ts  an 
in d ig n a n t r e t r e a t .  The g e n te e l p o v e rty  o f  D e s a b le a u 's  own 
h ou seh old  i s  d e s c r ib e d  in  d e t a i l  in  ch a p te r  f o u r ;  the n a r ra to r  
makes no attem pt to  c o n c e a l h is  v iew  o f  the f u t i l i t y  o f  D e sa b le a u 's  
o ccu p a tio n  as a c i v i l  s e rv a n t , ( p .7 7 )  an o c c u p a t io n  which 
DeBableau h im se lf  c o n s id e r s  w ith  absurd p r id e ,  n or h is  d isagreem en t 
w ith  most o f  D e s a b le a u 's  o p in io n s . I f  D esab leau  approves o f  
A m erica , f o r  the n a r r a to r  i t  i s  ' c e t  od ieu x  p a y s . '  ( p .7 8 )  Andre 
and D esableau (whose w ife  i s  B e r th e 's  au n t) sh are  a  mutual 
contem pt f o r  each  o t h e r ;  f o r  the l a t t e r  the a r t i s t  i s  a d ebau ch ee, 
( p .8 6 )  and he t r i e s  t o  have a ju n io r  c o l le a g u e  who d ab b les  in  
jou rn a lism  d is m iss e d .
Both Andre and C yprien  see  th em selves as a n t i -b o u r g e o is  
c h a r a c te r s , ( p . 3 2 , p p .1 34 -3 5 ) i s o la t e d  to o  from  the a r t i s t i c  
community. However, i f  we r e c a l l  C y p r ie n 's  r e l a t i o n s  w ith  
C e lin e  V atard and c o n t r a s t  them w ith  A n d re 's  e x p e r ie n ce s  w ith  h is  
th ree  women in  En m enage. we can see  th a t  in  b oth  ca s e s  the two 
men have many b o u rg e o is  t r a i t s .  A n d re 's  m arriage  i s  in  f a c t  seen 
a t both  beg in n in g  and end o f  the n o v e l to  be a com prom ise w ith  
or  subm ission  to  b o u rg e o is  m o r a l ity ; (1 5 5 ) b u t even  h is  r e la t io n s  
w ith  Blanche depend on the f a c t  t h a t ,  h a v in g  a p r iv a t e  incom e, 
he can pay f o r  her s e r v i c e s .  W ith Jean n e, he i s  r e lu c t a n t  to  
in tro d u ce  her in t o  h is  f l a t  as a con cu b in e  —  s u r e ly  a very  
con v en tion a l con cern  w ith  r e s p e c t a b i l i t y .  As f a r  as D esableau 
i s  con cern ed , how ever r id ic u lo u s  he may b e , we ca n n ot h e lp  
remembering th a t the author h im s e lf  com bined the r o l e s  o f  
fu n ctio n a ry  and w r i t e r ,  and, more r e le v a n t  t o  the n o v e l ,  th a t 
the c i v i l  serva n t i s  h im se lf  a w r i t e r ,  a  d e a le r  in  paperw ork. 
D esa b lea u 's  p o r in g  o v e r  h is  m in u te -b ook s  o r  ad ju stm en ts o f  the
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' s t y l e '  o f  h is  s u b o r d in a te s  may seem absurd (p p .1 8 3 -8 4 ) t but so 
to o  does A n dre 's  p r a c t i c e  o f  l i t e r a t u r e  t o  the ja u n d ice d  eye  o f  
h is  w ife  —  'une p o s i t i o n  qu i c o n s i s t a i t  a tou rn er  s e s  p ou ces  e t  
a e c r i r e  l a  v a le u r  de deux l e t t r e s  par j o u r . '  ( p .9 3 )  Huysmans' 
s to r y  La R e tr a it e  de M onsieur Bougran. as the n e x t  ch a p te r  w i l l  
show, e x p lo r e s  the i n t r i c a t e  r h e t o r i c  and r i t e s  o f  the c i v i l  
s e r v a n t 's  l i f e  in  more d e t a i l ,  and in  h is  f i c t i t i o u s  r e - c r e a t io n  
o f  h is  o f f i c e ,  Bougran appears as a parody o f  the a e s th e te  deB 
E s s e in te s . To the o u ts id e  o b s e r v e r , the fu n c t io n a r y  and w r it e r  
accom plish  much the same s e r ie s  o f  g e s t u r e s .
Huysmans' w i l l in g n e s s  t o  show even the a c t  o f  w r i t in g  in
an absurd l i g h t  a llo w s  one to  c a s t  a c e r t a in  d ou bt on the
co n c lu s io n  o f  D. R o c h e 's  o th erw ise  e x c e l l e n t  a r t i c l e  on En menage
(one o f  the v e ry  few  s e r io u s  s tu d ie s  o f  the b o o k ) :
L 'a ven tu re  s 'e s t  d é p la c é e . E l le  e s t  désorm ais  aven tu re  
du la n g a g e . Le lan gage va  ê t r e  e n v is a g é  comme l 'e x p l o r a t i o n  
e t  l 'é t a b l i s s e m e n t  de l a  V é r i t é ,  e t  e n tre  a u tre s  form es de 
c e t t e  v é r i t é ,  c e l l e  qu i c o n s is t e  à dém ontrer que v iv r e  n 'e s t  
pas une a v e n tu re . Le lan gage va  a u s s i  ê t r e  e n v isa g e  comme 
essen ce  d 'u n e  v é r i t é  p e r s o n n e l le ,  c 'e s t - a - d i r e  d 'u n e  
o n t o lo g ie :  é c r i r e  pour ê t r e ,  pour se  r e c o n n a î t r e ,  pour 
f a i r e  e ch e c  à c e t t e  v ie  de fa u x -s e m b la n t . (1 5 6 )
While the ch a ra c te r s  o f  En ménage m erely add to  t h e i r  f u t i l i t y
by w r it in g , be th ey  Bohemian o r  b o u r g e o is , A re b o u rs  m ight more
o b v io u s ly  be taken as an a m bitiou s  a ttem pt to  j u s t i f y  such  a
s e l f - r e f l e x i v e  c r e a t iv e  e n t e r p r is e ;  but ju s t  as des E ss e in te s
f a i l s  to  d e fin e  h im s e l f  by as i t  were e x te n d in g  h is  su bstan ce
in to  h is  h erm etic  r e t r e a t  a t  F on ten a y -a u x -R oses , so  to o
Huysmans f i n a l l y  f in d s  no s a t i s f a c t i o n  in  s im p ly  e x te n d in g  h is
own p e r s o n a lity  in t o  l i t e r a t u r e ,  and i s  d r iv e n  to  c o n v e r t
language in t o  r e l i g i o u s  b e l i e f .
Roche n o te s  to o  the c i r c u l a r i t y  o f  En ménage. (1 5 7 )
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André re tu rn s  t o  c e l i b a c y ,  B erthe to  D ésab leau , A ndré to  b i s  
form er maid, André to  Jeanne, Berthe t o  André. T h is  c y c l i c a l  
p a ttern  o f  e x p e c t a t io n  b e in g  aroused  and e v e n t u a lly  f a i l i n g  
re cu rs  in  a l l  the fu tu r e  n o v e ls  r ig h t  up to  L 'O b la t . The le s s o n  
o f  the n a t u r a l is t  n o v e l m ight w e ll  be th a t  th ere  a re  no b e g in n in g s  
and en ds , o n ly  the e n d le s s  f lo w  o f  t im e . M odels o f  n a tu ra lis m ?
But En ménage c l e a r l y  r e s t o r e s  the th in k in g  s e l f  t o  the n o v e l ,  
a com plex a e s t h e t i c  p e r s o n a l it y  w hich has l i t t l e  in  common w ith  
e it h e r  the V atard  s i s t e r s  o r  G erva ise  o r  ¿ t ie n n e  L a n t ie r ,  and 
which e v id e n t ly  a n t ic ip a t e s  the s o l ip s is m  o f  A r e b o u r s . Y e t t h is  
s e l f  i s  d an gerou sly  exposed  to  the w orld  both  w ith in  and w ith o u t : 
the v u ln e r a b i l i t y  to  ' l a  c r i s e  ju p o n n iè r e ' and d o m e st ic  c r i s i s  
re v e a ls  p re ssu re s  w hich  seem t y p ic a l  o f  n a tu ra lism  and a ls o  o f  
Huysmans a t  h is  m ost e n t e r t a in in g .  I f  'in t im is m e ' means th ose  
apparen tly  t r i v i a l  a rea s  o f  e x p e r ie n ce  which Huysmans m a g n ifie s  
to  a c a ta s t r o p h ic  s c a le  w ith  im p re ss iv e  v i r t u o s i t y ,  then En ménage 
s u c c e s s fu l ly  com bines t h is  p e rso n a l im p r in t w ith  the com m onplaces 
o f  n a tu ra lism . And A vau -1  'e a u . the p iv o t  betw een En ménage and 
A re b o u rs , takes th is  com bin ation  to  i t s  fu r t h e s t  ex trem e , as a 
p e r fe c t  condensed v e r s io n  o f  En ménage, as the n e x t  ch a p te r  w i l l  
show. Thus w h ile  Marthe and Les S oeu rs Vatard a re  e s s e n t i a l l y  
d e r iv a t iv e  m od e ls , in c o r p o r a t in g  many o f  the s t o c k  themes and 
techn iques o u t l in e d  in  th is  and the p re v io u s  c h a p t e r ,  En ménage 
can be seen as a p e rso n a l m odel w hich la y s  down the p a tte r n  f o r  
the a u th o r 's  fu tu r e  w orks and b e g in s  the e x p lo r a t o r y  a ttem pts 
to  break ou t o f  the l im i t a t io n s  o f  n a tu ra lism .
C H A P T E R  T H R E E
SAC AU DOS AND A VAU-L'EAU:
THE CLOACAL, INDIGESTIBLE WORLD OF NATURALISM
Tout dépend du p o in t  de v u e . Quand l 'h e ro Ï6 m e  semble g r o te s q u e , 
l a  ch ia s s e  d e v ie n t  g l o r i e u s e .
(Leon B loy )
Ne manger qu'un oeu f à l a  coq u e , m ais ê t r e  c e r ta in  que l e _s i e c l e
n 'e s t  pas en tre  d edan s!
( J . - K .  Huysmans)
A part from  h ia  two c o l l e c t i o n s  o f  p rose  poem s, Huysmans w rote 
fo u r  s h o r t  p ie c e s  o f  f i c t i o n *  Sac au doe  (1877 and 1 8 8 0 )j A v a u - l 'e a u  
(1 8 8 2 )}  Un dilemme (1 8 8 8 )}  and La Re t r a i t s  de M onsieur Bougran. 
p u b lish ed  posthum ously in  1964. T h is  ch a p te r  w i l l  c o n ce n tra te  
on the f i r s t  two s t o r i e s ,  both  o f  w h ich  are im p ortan t f o r  the 
a u th o r 's  ca re e r  as a proponent o f  n a t u r a lis m . Sac au dos was 
p u b lish ed  in  Les S o ire e s  de Medan in  1880 , the book w hich su p p osed ly  
co n s e cra te d  the form a tion  o f  the n a t u r a l i s t  s c h o o l  l e d  by Z o la }  
w h ile  A v a u - l 'e a u . two y e a rs  l a t e r ,  i s  a s o r t  o f  p iv o t  between 
Huysmans' th ree  e a r ly  n o v e ls ,  and th e  r e v o lu t io n a r y  A _reb ou rs .
Both again  r e f l e c t  t y p ic a l  p re o c cu p a t io n s  o f  n atu ra lism * an 
i c o n o c l a s t i c  p re se n ta tio n  o f  the F ra n co -P ru ss ia n  War in  Sac au d o s . 
a p p a ren tly  b reak in g  p a t r i o t i c  ta b o o s }  the d e s c r ip t io n  o f  the glum 
e x is te n c e  o f  a p e t i t  b o u rg e o is  em oloye  and the urban scene in  
A v a u - l 'e a u . In  each s t o r y ,  m oreover , the p h y s io lo g ic a l  or 
b io l o g i c a l  f i n a l l y  dom inates the h i s t o r i c a l  o r  s o c i o l o g i c a l *  
though t y p ic a l  o f  a c e r ta in  s o c ia l  c l a s s ,  ( l )  M. F o la n tin  in  
A vau -1  'ea u  i s  m ainly engaged in  a q u e s t  f o r  fo o d  w hich i s  
p e r p e tu a lly  f r u s t r a t e d , and b is  p h y s ic a l  od yssey  through ch ea p , 
nauseous re s ta u ra n ts  u lt im a te ly  a c q u ir e s  a  m eta p h y sica l s t a t u s .
W hile in g e s t io n  i s  the p re o ccu p a tio n  o f  the h ero  o f  A vau-1  'e a u .
Sac au dos approaches the problem  fro m  the o th e r  end o f  the 
d ig e s t iv e  c y c le  and i s  la r g e ly  a c h r o n ic le  o f  d y s e n te ry . I f
K. F o la n t in , w ith  h is  f a l t e r in g  a p p e t i t e s ,  can a t  l e a s t  ch oose  
to r e fu s e  the r e v o l t in g  d ish es  w h ich  h is  w orld  o f  u n a p p e t is in g  
re s ta u ra n ts  o f f e r s  him , the hero o f  Sac au d o e , on the o th e r  hand, 
i s  f o r c i b l y  c o n s c r ip te d  in t o  the 'g a r d e  m ob ile  de l a  S e i n e ',  and 
perhaps the u n c o n tr o lla b le  v o id in g  o f  the b ow els  w hich fo l lo w s  
i6  h is  attem pt to  evacu ate  and be ev a cu a te d  from  the daqgerous
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w orld  o f  the m i l i t a r y  and w ar.
The i n i t i a l  d r a f t s  o f  Sac au d os were p ro b a b ly  w r it t e n  as 
e a r ly  as 1872 (Buysm ans' f i r s t  b ook , Le D ra g e o ir  aux é p i c e s , was 
p u b lish ed  in  1 8 7 4 ). ( 2 )  Even the f i n a l  v e r s io n  o f  1880 has an 
e p is o d i c ,  d i s jo i n t e d  s t r u c t u r e ,  and re a d s  l i k e  a p e rso n a l jo u r n a l ,  
b eg in n in g  w ith  the n a r r a t o r 's  d ep a rtu re  from  P a r is  and en d in g  w ith  
h is  r e t u r n . A v a u - l ’ e a u . how ever, i s  a much more im p re ss iv e  w ork, 
d i s t i l l i n g  the e sse n ce  o f  the e a r ly  n o v e ls  in  e ig h t y  p a g e s , t r e a t in g  
the c e n t r a l  f ig u r e  w ith  an i r o n i c a l  o b j e c t i v i t y  (w h ile  Sac au dos 
i s  avow edly a u t o b io g r a p h ic a l ) ,  and e n c a p s u la t in g  in  fo u r  b r i e f  
ch a p ters  b o th  the d e s o la t e  l i f e  o f  M. F o la n tin  and the n a t u r a l is t  
u n iv erse  w hich  Huysmans seeks to  e x p lo d e  in  A r e b o u r s .
As f o r  On dilemme and M. B ougran. c r i t i c s  g e n e r a l ly  agree 
that they are  among Buysmans' s l i g h t e s t  w ork s . F or L u cien  D esca ves , 
the f i r s t  ' t i e n t  peu de p la ce  dans son  o e u v r e ',  w h ile  P ie r r e  Cogny 
f in d s  the secon d  a ' f a n t a i s i e  a ss e z  l a b o r i e u s e ' .  ( 3 )  Though 
w r itte n  a f t e r  A r e b o u r s , th ey  are b o th  n e a re r  to  the manner o f  
A v a u - l 'e a u . On dilemme i s  a  con te  c r u e l  w hich  p re se n ts
an a l t e r n a t iv e  v e r s io n  o f  the b o u r g e o is ie  to  the g e n te e l  m isery  
o f  A v a u -1 'e a u . w h ile  K. Bougran g iv e s  a more d e t a i le d  p ic tu r e  
o f  c i v i l  s e r v ic e  l i f e  and a t  the same time can be seen  as a com ic 
v a r ia n t  on the im a g in a t iv e  p r o je c t  o f  A r e b o u r s . Both s t o r i e s  
w i l l  be exam ined b r i e f l y  a t  the end o f  th is  c h a p te r , a f t e r  the 
d is c u s s io n  o f  Sac au dos and A v a u -1 'e a u .
In a r e c e n t  a r t i c l e ,  A . Pagès rem arks th a t :
Les S o ir e e s  de Medan r e s t e n t  im p orta n tes  pour n ou s , non 
pour l e  con ten u  de q u e lqu es  n o u v e lle s  ra ssem b lées  dans un 
r e c u e i l ,  mais pour l e  mythe q u i s 'a t t a c h e  à e l l e s  ( 4 )
—  the myth o f  the fo u n d a t io n  o f  the n a t u r a l i s t  s c h o o l  le d  by Z o la .
124
(A cco rd in g  to  R . D um esnil, 'L e "grou pe  de M e d a n " ... n 'e s t  pas à 
lu i  s e u l tou t l e  n a tu ra lis m e , m ais i l  en e s t  l e  noyau e s s e n t i e l . ' ) ( 5 )  
And y e t  i f  one takes no a cco u n t o f  the l i t e r a r y  c o n te n t  o f  the 
book, i s  one l e f t  w ith  a n y th in g  more than an a b o r t iv e  p u b l i c i t y  
campaign? In h is  s o c i a l  h is t o r y  o f  l i t e r a r y  groups d u rin g  the 
n a t u r a l is t  p e r io d , C. C h arle  d is c o v e r s  l i t t l e  coh eren ce  in  Les 
S o ire e s  de Medant
En e f f e t ,  de mime que l e  t i t r e  r e n v o ie  à l a  p r o p r ié t é  de^
Z o la  à Medan, a cq u is e  a vec  l 'a r g e n t  p ro cu ré  par l e s  su ccè s  
commerciaux de se s  rom ans, l e  but de l 'o e u v r e  commune e s t ,  
sans c o n t e s t e ,  d 'u t i l i s e r  l a  renommée de l 'u n  de ses  membres 
pour la n c e r  l e s  a u t r e s .  ( 6 )
A contem porary re v ie w e r  l i k e  Jean R ich e p in  was a lr e a d y  w e ll  avare
o f  the f l im s in e s s  o f  the g r o u p 's  u n ity :
E ntre ces  s ix  é c r i v a i n s ,  l 'a c c o r d  e t  l a  r a is o n  d 'S t r e  ne 
s o n t . . .  q u 'a p p a r e n ts . Le fa is c e a u  se  b r is e r a  de soi-m êm e. 
L 'é c o le  n 'e x i s t e  que su r l a  co u v e r tu re  des S o ir é e s  de Médan. ( î )
R ic h e p in 's  p r e d ic t io n  was o f  co u rse  f u l f i l l e d :  e ig h t  yea rs  l a t e r
Huysmans w ro te , c u t t in g ly :
Au fon d , to u te s  l e s  S o ir é e s  de Médan so n t com posées de 
c h a r c u t ie r s ,  de com m erçants. I l  n 'y  en a pas un seu l 
parmi eux -  e t  j ' a i  h on te  d ’ en a v o ir  f a i t  p a r t ie  -  qui 
s o i t  ré e lle m e n t s o u le v é  par l ' a r t .  ( 8 )
Even i f  one app roach es the book from  a l i t e r a r y  p e r s p e c t iv e ,  
i t  i s  hard to  a v o id  d isa p p o in tm e n t . E . H e n r io t  found  i t  'un  l i v r e  
étrangem ent d a té  e t  d ém od é '. ( 9 )  The s t o r i e s  o f  E ennique, Céard 
and A le x is  in  p a r t ic u la r
so n t d 'une b ê t is e  à f a i r e  p le u re r  par l a  p r é te n t io n  à 
f a i r e  v r a i  e t  l a  s o le n n e l l e  g r a v it é  de ces  " r é a l i s t e s "  
en fa ce  de l a  "tranche de v i e " .  ( 1 0 )
I t  i s  p o in t le s s  to  deny th is  ch a rg e ; the o n ly  ou ts ta n d in g  s to ry
in  the c o l l e c t i o n  i s  'B o u le  de s u i f ' ,  ( i l )  But i t  has been argued
in  the p rev iou s  ch a p te rs  th a t n a tu ra lism  i s  b e s t  approached in  a
th r e e fo ld  way: n o t s im p ly  as a l i t e r a r y  grou p  or p u b l ic  i n s t i t u t i o n
>
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( Lee S o iré e s  de Medan perhaps in d ic a t e s  the l im i t a t i o n s  o f  th is
a s p e c t ) ,  but a ls o  as a  s e t  o f  a t t i t u d e s  and a  p a r t i c u la r  mode o f
w r it in g .  The p r e fa c e  t o  Les S o ir e e s  de Medan in  f a c t  d oes t e l l
us th a t the s t o r i e s  seem to  'p r o c é d e r  d 'u n e  id é e  u n iq u e , a v o ir
une même p h i l o s o p h ie ' .  W hatever the s h o r t - l i v e d  n a tu re  o f  the
'g rou p e  de M édan ', one may ask then h o w .fa r  Sac au dos in
p a r t ic u la r  e x e m p l if ie s  th is  p h ilo so p h y  o f  n a t u r a l i s t  w r i t in g .
In  a l e t t e r  to  Hannon o f  13 December 1879* Huysmans n o te s :
J 'a i  dû r e f a i r e  un nouveau Sac au dos pour un volume
que nous f a is o n s  avec Z o la  c o n tr e  l e  p a tr io t is m e  e t  l 'a r m e e .
Three years  l a t e r ,  he o b serv es  to  a n oth er  co r re s p o n d e n t :
s ' i l  y a  quelque chose que j e  h a is  sur l a  t e r r e ,  c ' e s t  
l ' i g n o b l e  armee e t  l e s  r i d i c u l e s  im b é c ile s  qu i nous 
prûnent l e  p io u p io u , l e  p a t r i o t i s m e . . .  ( 1 2 )
C .D igeon  has p o in te d  o u t  th a t most o f  the l i t e r a r y  works w r itte n
about the War in  the decade b e fo r e  Les S o iré e s  de Médan were
u n c r i t i c a l l y  c h a u v in is t ic  —  one th in k s , f o r  in s t a n c e ,  o f
A lphonse D a u d et 's  C ontes du lu n d i (1 8 7 3 )*  Les S o ir é e s  de Médan
does then in tro d u c e  a  new tone o f  a n t i-m ilita r is m  to  the s u b je c t .  (1 3 )
Y et a lthough  o n ly  Z o la  o f  the s ix  a u th ors  was n o t  in v o lv e d  in  the
War in  a m i l i t a r y  fu n c t io n ,  one f in d s  no r e a l  a n a ly s is  o f  the
p o l i t i c a l  ca u ses  o r  m a jor e v e n ts  o f  the War in  any o f  the s t o r ie s
( in  f a c t  i t  i s  Z o la  who attem pts th is  a n a ly s is  in  La Déb&cle
tw elve yea rs  l a t e r ) .  (1 4 )  As D igeon s a y s ,
Le t i t r e  c h o i s i  par A le x is ,  A près l a  b a t a i l l e , e s t  ( . . . )  
r é v é la t e u r : l a  v i s io n  n a t u r a l is t e  de l a  g u e r r e , c ' e s t  
p lut& t que l e  com bat lu i-m êm e, ce  qui se p asse  d e r r iè r e  
l e s  co m b a tta n ts , ou a p rès  le u r  l u t t e .  ( 1 5 )
Of the s ix  s t o r i e s ,  o n ly  Z o l a 's ,  'L 'A tta q u e  du m o u l in ',  d e a ls
d i r e c t l y  w ith  m i l i t a r y  a c t i o n ,  as the French f i g h t  a t a c t i c a l
w ith draw al, u s in g  the m ill  as a s t r o n g p o in t  and ca u s in g  the
deaths o f  the m i l le r  and h is  d a u g h te r 's  f ia n c é .  The op en in g
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pages e s t a b l is h  a s o r t  o f  b l i s s f u l  f a i r y - t a l e  atm osphere o f  
harmonious n a tu re , lo v e  and happy r u s t i c  a c t i v i t y ,  w ith  the 
in d u s tr io u s  m i l l e r ,  h is  handsome dau gh ter and h er  am iable  sw eet­
h e a r t ; Z o la  i s  c l e a r l y  a im in g to  show the t r a g i c  d e s t r u c t io n  o f  
th is  i d y l l  by the inhuman b r u t a l i t y  o f  w ar, ( 1 6 ) though he 
a c t u a lly  o n ly  a ch ie v e s  a somewhat m e lod ra m a tic , se n tim e n ta l 
e f f e c t  —  the s to r y  w as, r a t h e r  a p p r o p r ia t e ly ,  turned in t o  an 
opera-com ioue in  1893 . (1 7 )
N e v e rth e le ss , th e  ton e o f  p e s s im is t i c  d e r is io n  o f  the o th e r  
s t o r ie s  i s  n o t p re se n t  (on e  p o s s ib le  t i t l e  f o r  the c o l l e c t i o n  had 
been L ’ In va s ion  com ique) .  'B ou le  de s u i f '  a t  l e a s t  d is p la y s  a 
te c h n ica l  b r i l l i a n c e  and gen u ine p a th os  in  i t s  p o r t r a y a l  o f  the 
'g re d in s  h on n êtes ' who accom pany the h e ro in e  in  the c o a c h . But 
the l a s t  th ree s t o r i e s  seem b oth  c o n tr iv e d  and w i l f u l l y  n e g a t iv e : 
in  'L a  S a ig n é e ',  the co m m a n d e r-in -ch ie f o f  P a r is  u n der s ie g e  i s  
as p re o ccu p ie d  by h is  m is t r e s s ,  an im proba b le  femme f a t a l e , and 
by p r a c t i s in g  a 's a ig n é e ' o f  the u n ru ly  p o p u la ce , as he i s  by 
the P ru ss ia n s . In  'L 'A f f a i r e  du grand 7 ' ,  s o ld ie r s  avenge the 
murder o f  one o f  t h e i r  comradeB in  a  b ro th e l by m a ssa cr in g  a l l  
the inm ates and s h o o t in g  an o f f i c e r  (m eanwhile the m urderer 
a pp aren tly  e s c a p e s ) .  In  'A p rè s  l a  b a t a i l l e ' ,  a la p s e d  p r i e s t  
makes lo v e  w ith  an a r i s t o c r a t i c  widow in  the c a r t  c a r r y in g  h er 
husband 's body . One ca n n ot h e lp  c o n c lu d in g  th a t , f a r  from  
denouncing war, such s t o r i e s  su g g e st  o n ly  a s t r a in in g  f o r  e f f e c t  
and an in d i f f e r e n c e  t o  s u f f e r i n g .  A n t i-m i l i t a r is m  i s  l e s s  
apparent than a penchant f o r  a macabre and t r i t e  p ess im ism .
When Sac au dos f i r s t  appeared  in  L 'A r t i s t e  (B r u s s e ls ,  August 
to  O ctober 1 8 7 7 ), i t  was announced, somewhat b i z a r r e l y ,  as an 
' i d y l l e  pimpante e t  g a i e ' .  (1 8 )  A more a p p ro p r ia te  summary o f
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Huysmans' a ccou n t o f  h is  m i l i t a r y  e x p lo i t s  m ight be th a t  w hich 
Leon B loy puts in t o  the mouth o f  the ch a ra c te r  F o la n t in  in  La 
Femme pauvre»
Je ne me cache pas d 'a v o i r  eu l a  f o i r e  to u t  l e  temps 
e t  on ne v i t  que moi dans l e s  h& pitaux. (1 9 )
Huysmans' ' i d y l l '  i s  ra th e r  l i k e  th a t o f  H enn iqu e 's  ch a r a c te r
in  'Benjam in R o se s ' d o in g  b a t t l e  w ith  a tapeworm; (2 0 )  we are
n earer the b u rlesqu e  than the p a t h e t i c .
Huysmans h im s e lf  was un im pressed  by Sac au d o s . He
commented, when the f i r s t  v e r s io n  was b e in g  s e r ia lis e d  in  1877*
c e t t e  m inuscule p iè c e  n 'a  pour e l l e  qu 'une c h o s e , c ' e s t  
d 'ê t r e  v r a ie  -  La p a r t ie  de l 'h & p it a l  e t  l a  so e u r  A ngèle 
v a le n t  m ieux, j e  c r o i s ,  que l e  commencement q u i me sem ble 
b ien  emp&tè d ep u is  q u ' i l  a passe par l 'im p r e s s io n  -  Je 
v a is  v o i r  à a l l é g e r  un peu to u t  c e la  e t  a y f a i r e  q u e lq u es  
a b a t t is  e t  t r o u é e s . Ça manque d 'a i r .  (2 1 )
The v e rs io n  p u b lish e d  in  1880 in  Les S o ir é e s  de Médan co n s e q u e n t ly
underwent both  m ajor and m inor a l t e r a t i o n s ,  a lth ou gh  Céard and
Caldain  came to  the c o n c lu s io n  a f t e r  d is c u s s in g  the two t e x t s
in  1908 th a t the l a t e r  one i s  'p lu s  sommaire e t  assurém ent m oins
v iv a n t  e t  moins c o l o r é ' .  (2 2 )  M. C r e s s o t , in  a p a in s ta k in g
com parison o f  the two v e r s io n s ,  dem onstrates how many o f  the
m o d if ic a t io n s  made in  1880 show a d e s ir e  f o r  g r e a te r  c l a r i t y
and accu racy  o f  e x p r e s s io n . T h is does n o t  n e c e s s a r i ly  c o n t r a d i c t
Céard and C a ld a in , s in c e  C r e s s o t 's  approach  i s  e s s e n t ia l l y
gram m atical and le x ic o g r a p h ic a l  ra th e r  than c r i t i c a l ;  how ever,
he su ggests th a t the v o ca b u la ry  does take on a more 'n a t u r a l i s t '
f la v o u r  —  'f la n q u e r  à l a  d i è t e '  tw ice  becom ing 'f o u t r e  à l a
d i è t e ' ,  f o r  in s t a n c e . (2 3 )  More in t e r e s t in g  f o r  an a n a ly s is
o f  the n a t u r a l is t  te x tu re  o f  Sac au dos are the o m iss io n s  and
a d d it io n s  between the two t e x t s .
P. Waldner argues r a th e r  s tra n g e ly  th a t the a n t i -m i l i t a r is m
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o f  the s t o r y  i s  toned down in  1 8 8 0 . ( 2 4 )  I t  i s  true  one can f in d  
exam ples w hich a llo w  the ca se  to  he argu ed  e i t h e r  way: in  1877t 
Huysmans t e l l s  us the d i r e c t o r  o f  th e  h o s p ita l  a t  A rras i s  
' i n t e l l i g e n t  e t  a f fa b le  •, a dd in g  s a r c a s t i c a l l y  'c e  n 'é t a i t  pas 
un m i l i t a i r e '  (p .1 6 2 ) }  in  1880 t h i s  a s id e  i s  rem oved. On the 
o th e r  hand, d e s c r ib in g  the t r a in  jo u r n e y  to  Ch&lons, in  1880 
Huysmans adds two se n te n ce s  w hich r e i n f o r c e  the c h a o t ic  im p re ss io n  
o f  t h e ir  d epartu re  —  two m ob iles  h av e  a lre a d y  been a c c id e n t a l ly  
k i l l e d ,  w h ile  the r e s t  s t e a l  a n y th in g  they can la y  t h e ir  hands 
on ( p p .2 0 2 -0 3 ) . The l i v e l y ,  im p r e s s i o n is t i c  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  the 
s o l d i e r s '  d epartu re  w hich opens th e  s t o r y  in  1877 i s  p reced ed  in  
1880 by a sa rd o n ic  a ccou n t o f  the n a r r a t o r 's  p rev iou s  c a r e e r  as 
a law stu d en t ( 'L a  p u b erté  de l a  s o t t i s e  m 'é t a it  v e n u e ',  p .1 9 8 ) .
The b io g r a p h ic a l  nature o f  Sac au d o s  i s  r e in fo r c e d :  the h it h e r t o  
unnamed n a rra to r  a cq u ire s  a name (E ugène L e ja n t e l ) ,  a m id d le -c la s s  
background, and s i g n i f i c a n t l y  he c o n c lu d e s  th is  new pream ble w ith  
the a d d it io n a l  ph rases :
La gu erre avec l a  Prusse é c l a t a .  A v r a i  d i r e ,  j e  ne com pris  
pas l e s  m o tifs  qui r e n d a ie n t  n é c e s s a ir e s  ce s  b o u ch e r ie s  
d 'a rm ées . Je n 'é p r o u v a is  n i  l e  b e so in  de tu er l e s  a u t r e s , 
n i  c e lu i  de me f a i r e  tu e r  p a r  e u x . ( p p .198 -99 )
Presum ably, a c e r ta in  ir o n y  i s  in t e n d e d  h e re : the 'm o t iv e s ' w hich
j u s t i f y  butch ery  are bound to  be s p u r io u s  and the in d iv id u a l  ca u gh t
up in  the m ili ta r y  machine can o n ly  r e s ig n  h im se lf  to  th is  a b s u r d it y ,
i t  i s  im p lie d . (On the o th e r  h an d , in  La DébAcle Z o la  does g iv e
the F ran co-P ru ssian  War the f o r c e  o f  n e c e s s i t y ,  as a v i t a l
purgin g  o f  the decadence o f  the S econ d  Em pire, d e s tr u c t io n
p reced in g  r e g e n e r a t io n .)  (2 5 )  N e v e r t h e le s s ,  Huysmans' w i l fu l
in d i f fe r e n c e  to  p o l i t i c a l  ev en ts  c o u ld  h ard ly  be more c l e a r ly
exp ressed  —  and the a t t i t u d e  i s  f a i r l y  t y p ic a l  o f  Les S o iré e s  de
Kedan as a w h ole . The b o o k 's  a n t i -m i l i t a r is m  r e f l e c t s  a n e g a t iv e
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a t t i t u d e  towards l i f e  g e n e r a lly  and a  d e s i r e  to  debunk sa cre d  
cow s, r a th e r  than any more p o s i t i v e  o r  tre n ch a n t e n t e r p r is e  o f  
e x p o s in g  the fla w s  and f a i lu r e s  o f  m i l i t a r y  l e a d e r s .  The a p p a llin g  
in com p eten ce  o f  F ra n c e 's  le a d e r s  w hich  i s  d e s c r ib e d  in  modern 
h i s t o r i e s  o f  1870-71 i s  n o t  re v e a le d  a t  a l l  in  Lee S o ir e e s  de 
Medan.  (2 6 )  Huysmans' h o s t i l i t y  in  S ac au dos i s  th a t o f  a 
b e l l i g e r e n t  in d iv id u a l i s t ;  but i t  i s  c e r t a in ly  p re s e n t  e q u a lly  
s t r o n g ly  in  both  v e r s io n s  —  and p ro b a b ly  more s t r o n g ly  in  1880.
Two a d d it io n a l  passages a ff ir m  t h i s  p o in t .  The f i r s t  i s  
the j e e r i n g  o f  F ie ld  Marshal C a n ro b e r t , f o r c e d  t o  b ea t an u n d ig n ifie d  
r e t r e a t  when he t r i e s  to  rev iew  the i l l —d is c i p l i n e d  garde m o b ile .
This in c id e n t  ( in s e r t e d  in  1880, p .2 0 4 )  t y p i f i e s  the a t t it u d e  
tow ards the army shown in  the s t o r y :  f ig u r e s  o f  a u t h o r it y  appear 
in f r e q u e n t ly ,  but when they do are u s u a l ly  seen  in  a com ic o r  
d e r i s o r y  l i g h t  (e lsew h ere  a su rg e o n -m a jo r  p r e s c r ib e s  's a  bonne 
t is a n e  de r e g l i s s e '  f o r  every  a ilm e n t , from  v e n e r e a l  d is e a s e  to  
t o n s i l l i t i s ,  p .2 0 7 ) .  Though e n t e r t a in in g  and perh aps fa c t u a l ly  
a c c u r a t e ,  such treatm ent i s  a ls o  r a th e r  f a c i l e  —  such a n t i ­
e s ta b lis h m e n t  j i b e s  r e q u ire  l e s s  e f f o r t  than a  more s u b s ta n t ia l  
a cco u n t  o f  the rea son s  f o r  the c o l la p s e  o f  the e s ta b lis h m e n t .
Though Huysmans' n a r ra to r  ca s ts  h im s e lf  in  an in g lo r io u s  l i g h t  
as w e l l ,  n e v e r th e le s s  we are c l e a r l y  meant to  approve o f  h is  
detachm ent from  the cause he i s  engaged  in  d e s p it e  h im s e l f ,  
and h i s  s ch o o lb o y is h  escapades in  the h o s p i t a l .  Y et in  a sense 
h is  b eh a v iou r i s  as e q u iv o ca l as th a t  o f  the b e a r d e d ,p o s tu r in g  
'd e m o c ' Cornudet in  'B ou le  de s u i f ' ,  who co m p lie s  as much as the 
b o u r g e o is  ch a ra cte rs  w ith  the h e r o in e 's  h u m il ia t io n .
The second passage added in  1880 i s  a s o l d i e r 's  a ccou n t 
o f  h i s  ex p e r ie n ce  o f  combat a t F r o e s c h w il le r  ( p p . 227 -30). —  the
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on ly  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  b a t t l e  in  the s t o r y ,  p re s e n te d  m oreover a t
second hand. U n s u rp r is in g ly , the s o l d i e r 's  s t o r y  i s  one o f  p a n ic ,
e x h a u stion , and f l i g h t .  The French are r o u te d ; he cow ers in  a
d it c h ;  an o f f i c e r  th re a te n s  him, b u t i s  k i l l e d  by the enemy.
The r e c r u i t s  g e n e r a lly  r e fu s e  any r e s p o n s i b i l i t y :
'Q u 'i l s  a i l l e n t  se  f a i r e  t u e r , '  d i s a i e n t - i l s ,  en d é s ig n a n t  
l e s  o f f i c i e r s ,  c ' e s t  le u r  m é tie r  à eux! 'M o i , j ' a i  des 
e n f a n t s . . . '  (p .2 2 9 )
And the man co n g ra tu la te s  h im s e lf  on h av in g  f i n a l l y  g a in ed  the 
s e c u r it y  o f  the h o s p i t a l .  For t h is  p o in t  o f  v ie w , w hich  Huysmane' 
n a rra to r  sh ares (he h im s e lf  has n e v e r  even l e f t  th e  h o s p i t a l ) ,  
the in d iv id u a l 's  duty ex ten d s  o n ly  to  h im s e l f ,  o r  h is  im m ediate 
fa m ily ; the o u ts id e  w o r ld , which appears a t  i t s  m ost h o r r i f i c  
in  time o f  w ar, i s  a p la c e  to  d isen ga ge  o n e s e l f  from  whenever 
p o s s ib le .  I t  i s  s i g n i f i c a n t  th a t th is  i s  the o n ly  e p is o d e  w hich  
t r ie s  to con vey  som eth ing o f  the t e r r o r  o f  b a t t le s  w a rfa re  i s  n o t  
sim ply o u ts id e  the a u t h o r 's  e x p e r ie n ce  - -  i t  i s  an a re a  o f  
exp erien ce  w hich  the w hole s to r y  s h ie s  away from  p r e s e n t in g .
As P . Waldner sa y s :
le  s u je t  p ro fon d  de l a  n o u v e lle  e s t  sans d ou te  m oins 
l 'é v o c a t i o n  que l 'e s ca m o ta g e  de l a  g u e r r e , l a  m anière 
dont l'homme p a r v ie n t  à se s o u s t r a ir e  a s e s  e f f o r t s  e t
à triom ph er d 'e l l e .  (2 7 )
To con c lu d e  th is  d is c u s s io n  o f  Sac au d o s , i t  i s  w orth  
em phasising th a t the s c a t o lo g i c a l  a s p e c ts  o f  the s t o r y  are more 
than an in c id e n t a l  p ie c e  o f  v u lg a r i t y :  th ey  are f u l l y  in t e g r a t e d  
in t o  the i n d i v i d u a l i s t i c ,  u n p o l i t i c a l  p e r s p e c t iv e  ju s t  o u t l in e d  —  
and the tendency to  rem ove man from  the s o c i o - p o l i t i c a l  sphere 
and throw him in t o  a b i o l o g i c a l  w orld  o f  b o d i ly  fu n c t io n s  and 
p h y s io lo g ic a l  f a t a l i t y  w h ich , i t  was em phasised in  the f i r s t  
ch a p te r , i s  a keynote o f  n a tu ra lism , i s  thus w e ll  e x e m p lif ie d
in  th is  s t o r y .  D is c u s s io n  o f  w hether the f i r s t  o r  s e co n d  v e r s io n  
o f  Sac au dos s t r ik e s  a  tr u e r  n a t u r a l i s t  tone i s  l i k e l y  to  be 
in c o n c lu s iv e .  C e r t a in ly ,  some a d d it io n s  in  1880, l i k e  the two 
passages d is cu s s e d  a b o v e , con form  t o  the a n t i-m ilit sa r is m  o f  
Les S o ire e s  de Medan, w h ile  some o m iss io n s  m ight e q u a l ly  be 
e x p la in e d  because the r e le v a n t  p a ssa g e s  w ould n o t  have conform ed 
to  the ra th e r  s u p e r f i c i a l  cy n ic is m  and a n t i -e s t a b lis h m e n t  b ia s  
o f  the c o l l e c t i o n :  the m onks' v e r s e s  on the theme o f  ' s i c  t r a n s i t  
g l o r i a  m undi' c o p ie d  o f f  the w a ll Cf- a  form er m onastery f o r  t h e ir  
p ic tu re sq u e  charm (p .1 6 8 )  a re  o m itte d  in  1880, w h ile  a passage 
a p o s tro p h is in g  the lo v a b le  soeu r A n gèle  i s  much a b r id g e d  (p .1 7 2 : 
c f .  p .2 2 5 ) .  A move tow ards a  more c a u s t ic  manner i s  again  
in d ic a te d  by the f a c t  th a t  the two women en cou n tered  by the 
n a rra to r  and h is  f r i e n d  in  Évreux a re  's in g u liè r e m e n t  a f f r i o l a n t e s '  
in  1877 ( p .1 7 5 ) ,  but ' l a i d e s  e t  b ê t e s ' in  1880 ( p . 2 3 2 ) and are 
e x p l i c i t l y  s a id  to  be 'd e s  f i l l e s  en c a r t e '  ( p . 239 ) .
Y et o th e r  m o d if ic a t io n s  in  1880 tend to  red u ce  th is  a c e r b ic  
s t y l e .  A gory  o p e ra t io n  c a r r ie d  o u t  in  the n a r r a t o r 's  ward i s  
d e sc r ib e d  in  s l i g h t l y  l e s s ' gruesom e d e t a i l  in  1880: the two images 
'line ro sé e  s a n g la n te ' and ' l a  p lu ie  r o u g e ' are red u ced  to  'une 
p lu ie  ro u g e ' (p .1 7 3 : c f .  p .2 2 6 ) ,  and the b lo o d  s p la t t e r s  l e s s  
f r e e l y  over the n earby  p a t ie n t s .  Perhaps Buysmans thought the 
f i r s t  v e r s io n  was to o  e x a g g e r a te d ; s im i la r ly ,  he su p p re s s e s  a 
fa c e t io u s  passage in  p r a is e  o f  the 'c ly s o p o m p e ' (u s e d  f o r  
in j e c t in g  enemas) in  the secon d  v e r s io n  ( p .1 7 0 ) .  On the o th e r  
hand, a new r ib a ld  passage abou t cham berpots i s  added (o ld  
saucepans are used and the c o n v a le s c e n ts  je s t i n g ly  o f f e r  th is  
's t e w ' to  the s iB t e r s ,  p .2 2 7 ) .  More im p orta n t, h ow ever , i s  the 
new ending which Huysmans adds t o  Sac au dos in  1 8 8 0 . W hile the
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n a rra to r  re tu rn s  home in  1877 and c o n te n te d ly  su rv ey s  h is  b ib e lo t s
and books b e fo r e  c l im b in g  in t o  h is  bed ( 'b l a n c ,  m ais peu v i r g i n a l , '
p .1 9 2 ) and la p s in g  in t o  i d y l l i c ,  m ild ly  e r o t i c  dream s, in  1880 th is
c e le b r a to r y  homecoming i s  a lm ost e n t i r e l y  su p p re sse d , and the s t o r y
ends on a d e l ib e r a t e ly  c l o a c a l  n o te :
l e s  d ou leu rs d 'e n t r a i l l e s  un moment dom ptées se  r é v e i l l e n t  
m aintenant que l e s  n e r fs  son t moins tendus e t  j e  me f r o t t e  
doucement l e  v e n t r e ,  pensant que to u te  1 ^ h orreu r de l a  
d y s e n te r ie  q u 'on  t r a în e  dans l e s  l ie u x  ou t o u t  l e  monde 
o p è re , sans pudeu r, ensem blej n 'e s t  e n fin  p lu s ! Je s u is  
chez m oi, dans des ca b in e ts  a m oi! e t  j e  me d is  q u 'i l  
fa u t  a v o ir  vécu  dans l a  p ro m iscu ité  des h o s p ic e s  e t  des 
camps pour a p p r é c ie r  l a  v a le u r  d 'u n e  c u v e tte  d 'e a u ,  pour 
savou rer l a  s o l i t u d e  des e n d r o it s  où l 'o n  met c u lo t t e  
b a s , à l ' a i s e ,  ( p p . 248 -49 )
D e fe c a t io n , ' e n t r a i l l e s ' ,  'n e r f s ' ;  the terms in  w hich  n atu ra lism  
sees  the body cou ld  h a r d ly  be more b la t a n t ly  s t a t e d .  La-bas to o  
w i l l  end on a s im ila r  im age, though i t  i s  g iv en  a more s u b s ta n t ia l  
m etaph orica l ex ten s ion  ( th e  sons o f  the b o u r g e o is ie  evacu ate  t h e ir  
s o u ls  through th e ir  b o w e ls ) .  Here in  Sac au d o s . Huysmans b r in g s  
h is  m il i ta r y  saga to  a c l o s e :  the h o r r o r  o f  d y se n te ry  and army 
l i f e  i s  term in a ted . The p r o ta g o n is t  has a t  l a s t  purged  h im s e lf  
o f  the prom iscuous menace o f  the m i l i t a r y  w o r ld , and can w ithdraw  
to  the unexposed r e t r e a t  o f  h is  p r iv y .
This d e r is o r y  im age o f  p erson a l s e c u r i t y  thus in  a sen se  
a n t ic ip a t e s  the 'th é b a ïd e  r a f f i n é e '  o f  A r e b o u r s . But between 
Sac au dos and A re b o u rs  comes A v a u -1 'e a u . and the w ithdraw al to  
a s a fe  in t e r i o r  which co n c lu d e s  Sac au doB in  f a c t  becomes the 
co n s ta n tly  f r u s tr a te d  a s p ir a t io n  o f  M. F o la n t in , h e ro  o f  A v a u -1 ' eau . 
Sac au dos and Les S o ir é e s  de Medan are c h a r a c t e r is e d  by a somewhat 
immature s e l f - in d u lg e n c e :  in  Sac au dos the n a r r a to r  co n g ra tu la te s  
h im se lf  on e sca p in g  the h o rro r  o f  w ar, b a r e ly  aware o f  those
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n a rra to r  re tu rn s  home in  1877 and c o n te n te d ly  su rvey s  h is  b ib e lo t s
and books b e fo re  c lim b in g  in t o  h is  bed ( 'b l a n c ,  mais peu v i r g i n a l , '
p .1 9 2 ) and la p s in g  in t o  i d y l l i c ,  m ild ly  e r o t i c  dream s, in  1880 th is
c e le b r a to r y  homecoming i s  a lm ost e n t i r e l y  su p p re sse d , and the s to r y
ends on a d e l ib e r a t e ly  c lo a c a l  notes
l e s  d ou leu rs  d 'e n t r a i l l e s  un moment dom ptées se r é v e i l l e n t  
m aintenant que l e s  n e r fs  so n t  m oins tendus e t  j e  me f r o t t e  
doucement l e  v e n t r e , pensant que to u te  1 'h o r r e u r  de l a  
d y se n te r ie  q u 'on  tr a în e  dans l e s  l i e u x  ou to u t  l e  monde 
o p è re , sans pudeur, ensem ble! n 'e s t  e n f in  p lu s ! Je s u is  
chez m oi, dans des ca b in e ts  a m oi! e t  j e  me d is  q u ' i l  
fa u t  a v o ir  vécu  dans l a  p r o m is c u ité  des h o s p ic e s  e t  des 
camps pour a p p r é c ie r  l a  v a le u r  d 'u n e  c u v e t te  d 'e a u ,  pour 
savou rer l a  s o l i t u d e  des e n d r o it s  ou l 'o n  met c u lo t t e  
b a s , à l ' a i s e ,  ( p p .248 -49 )
D e fe ca t io n , ' e n t r a i l l e s ' ,  'n e r f s ' ;  the terms in  which n a tu ra lism  
sees  the body cou ld  h a rd ly  be more b la t a n t ly  s t a t e d .  L a -bas too  
w i l l  end on a s im ila r  im age, though i t  i s  g iv e n  a more s u b s ta n t ia l  
m etaph orica l e x te n s io n  (th e  sons o f  the b o u r g e o is ie  eva cu a te  th e ir  
s o u ls  through th e ir  b o w e ls ) .  Here in  Sac au d o s . Huysmans b r in g s  
h is  m il i t a r y  saga to  a c l o s e :  the h o r r o r  o f  d y se n te ry  and army 
l i f e  i s  term in a ted . The p r o ta g o n is t  has a t  l a s t  purged h im s e lf  
o f  the prom iscuous menace o f  the m i l i t a r y  w o r ld , and can withdraw 
to  the unexposed r e t r e a t  o f  h is  p r iv y .
This d e r is o r y  image' o f  p erson a l s e c u r i t y  thus in  a sense 
a n t ic ip a te s  the 'th é b a ïd e  r a f f i n é e '  o f  A r e b o u r s . But between 
Sac au dos and A reb ou rs  comes A va u -1  'e a u . and the w ithdraw al to  
a sa fe  in t e r i o r  which con c lu d es  Sac au doB in  f a c t  becom es the 
co n s ta n tly  f r u s tr a te d  a s p ir a t io n  o f  M. F o la n t in , hero o f  A v a u -1 'e a u . 
Sac au dos and Les S o ir é e s  de Medan a re  c h a r a c te r is e d  by • a somewhat 
immature s e l f - in d u lg e n c e :  in  Sac au d os  the n a r r a to r  c o n g ra tu la te s  
h im se lf on esca p in g  the h o r r o r  o f  w a r, b a re ly  aware o f  those
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caught up in  th is  h o r r o r }  in  'L a  S a ig n é e ' o r  'L 'A f f a i r e  du grand 7 '»  
v i o le n t  in c id e n t s  are p resen ted  w ith  a ra th e r  f a c i l e  cy n ic is m , 
and no com p a ssion . W hatever the a n t i -m i l i t a r y  ton e  o f  Les S o ir e e s  
de Medan, i t s  c r i t i c i s m  o f  the army i s  h i s t o r i c a l l y  in s u b s t a n t ia l ;  
the very  t i t l e  o f  the book su g g ests  th a t , f a r  from  b e in g  an i c o n o ­
c l a s t i c  m a n ife s to , i t  i s  the c o n s e c r a t io n  o f  a com m erc ia lly  
s u c c e s s fu l  w r it e r  and h is  a s s o c ia t e s .  A v a u - l 'e a u . how ever, 
i s  a much more im p re ss iv e  w ork.
Huysmans h im s e lf  was f u l l y  aware th a t A v a u - l 'e a u  was 
som ething more than a f i c t i o n a l  b iograp h y  in  the n a t u r a l is t  
manner d e r iv e d  from  h is  p erson a l e x p e r ie n c e . W r it in g  to  h is  
B elg ian  p u b l is h e r  K istem aeck ers  on }1 December 1881 , he e x p la in s  
h is  agreem ent w ith  Z o la 's  a d v ice  th a t he sh ou ld  change the t i t l e  
o f  the s t o r y  from  M onsieur F o la n tin  to  A v a u - l 'e a u . in  o rd e r  to  
b r in g  home more f o r c e f u l l y  th a t
ce n 'e s t  pas de M. F o la n tin  q u ' i l  s 'a g i t ,  m ais b ie n  du 
c é l i b a t a i r e  i s o l é  e t  t r i s t e .  ( . . . )  c ' e s t  une id é e  a b s t r a it e  
qui a  d i r ig é  ma n o u v e l le .  (2 8 )
As one m ight e x p e c t , Huysmans found the i n i t i a l  in s p ir a t io n  f o r
A v a u -1 'e a û  in  h is  own l i f e ,  as the f o l lo w in g  p assage  from  an
u n pu blish ed  l e t t e r  t o  Théo Hannon o f  16 O ctober 1881 in d i c a t e s :
I c i ,  c ' e s t  l e  sp le e n  a c c a b la n t . On c l a p o t e ( dans l a  b ou e , 
sous l e s  r a f a l e s  -  C 'e s t  a ffr e u x  -  jo ig n e z  a c e l a ,  que j e  
n 'a i  pas de bonne pour l ' i n s t a n t ,  que je  s u is  l i v r é  au bon 
v o u l o i r  de mon c o n c ie r g e , que j e  mange dans l e s  r e s ta u r a n ts , 
vous voy ez  l a  j o i e !
Ce qui me c o n s o le ,  c ' e s t  que ça  m 'a donné l ' i d é e  d 'u n e  
n o u v e lle  qui m'amuse a ss e z  a f a i r e ,  c e l l e  de l'homme 
s o l i t a i r e  qui mange dans l e s  re s ta u ra n ts  -
The 'a b s t r a c t  i d e a ' behind A v a u -1 'e a u  i s  on one l e v e l  to
d e fin e  the l i v i n g  c o n d it io n s  o f  the b a c h e lo r , a theme a lre a d y
fa m ilia r  from  En m énage, and tre a te d  more tr e n c h a n t ly  in  the
'Poème en p rose  des v ian d es  c u it e s  au f o u r '  in  C roq u is  p a r is ie n s
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( i 8 6 0 ) ,  w hich opens and c l o s e s  w ith  the se n te n ce s
Ce so n t l e s  f a l l a c i e u x  r o s b i f s  e t  l e s  i l l u s o i r e s  g ig o t s  
c u i t s  au fo u r  des r e s ta u r a n ts  qu i d é v e lo p p e n t  l e s  ferm ents 
du con cu bin age dans l'& m e u lc é r é e  des v ie u x  g a rço n s . (2 9 )
The dom estic p o s i t io n  o f  ' l e  c é l i b a t a i r e  ' ,  who does n o t  a cq u ire
the in d iv id u a l is e d  p e r s o n a l it y  o f  K. F o la n t in ,  i s  s e t  ou t in  th is
p rose  poem. F i r s t  he p asses  m arriage  under re v ie w  and r e j e c t s  i t ;
then he la p s e s  in t o  a r e v e r ie  a b ou t an im p o s s ib le  c o l la g e  w ith  a
'm a te rn e lle  com pagne' whose main v i r t u e  w ou ld  be h er cook in g  —
h er d e l ig h ts  are sy m b o lised  by a 'jo y e u x  to u r n e -b r o c h e , rouge
comme un s o l e i l ' .  M a rr ia g e , o r  i t s  e q u iv a le n t ,  i s  thus reduced
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to  an u n lim ited  su p p ly  o f  ' t o u t  p u is s a n ts  r u is s te c lÿ ; w h ile  fo o d  
i s  endowed w ith  a p o te n t  e m o t io n a l , even  e r o t i c  ch a rg e , ch ild re n  
are abom inated, as a re  any dem ands, s e x u a l o r  s o c i a l ,  the w ife  
h e r s e l f  m ight make. Hot. s u r p r i s in g ly ,  t h is  dream rem ains 
u n f u l f i l l e d .  The op en in g  and c o n c lu d in g  r e f r a i n  o f  the prose 
poem a ls o  shows a m e ta p h o r ica l in v e r s io n  o f  a d je c t iv e s  common 
to  Huysmans: fo o d  i s  g iv e n  a m oral q u a l i t y  (m eat i s  ' f a l l a c i e u x '  
o r  ' i l l u s o i r e ' ) ,  w h ile  on the o th e r  hand the so u l i s  reduced  to  
the c o n d it io n  o f  the stom ach by the e p i t h e t  'u l c é r é e ' .  A fu r th e r  
s o c i o l o g i c a l  r a m if ic a t io n  o f  A va u -1  'e a u  i s  i t s  treatm ent o f  the 
fa m il ia r  n in e te e n th -ce n tu r y  t o p i c  o f  the enrolo v é s ( 30 ) but a 
r i c h e r ,  more l i t e r a r y  in t e r p r e t a t io n  o f  the s t o r y  iB a ls o  
p o s s ib l e ,  a re a d in g -w h ich  r e v e a ls  n o t  o n ly  a  th em a tic , m eta p h orica l 
netw ork o f  im p re ss iv e  d e n s i t y ,  b u t a ls o  a  s o r t  o f  i r o n i c  e x p lo r ­
a t io n  o f  the l im it s  o f  n a t u r a l i s t  w r i t in g .
The phrase w hich  opens the l a s t  ch a p te r  o f  A v a u -1 'e a u  
( 'bn  s o i r  q u ' i l  c h ip o t a i t  des o e u fs  q u i s e n t a ie n t  l a  v e s s e ',  p .7 7 )  
m ight serve  as a s t a r t in g -p o in t  to  d em on strate  f i r s t l y  th a t the 
m etaphoric ce n tre  o f  the s t o r y  i s  based  on f o o d ,  and secon d ly
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th a t th rou ghou t th e  n o u v e lle  th ere  i e  a t y p i c a l l y  n a t u r a l is t  
in s is t e n c e  on the p h y s io lo g ic a l  s id e  o f  e x i s t e n c e .  The s c a t o lo g ­
i c a l  r e fe r e n c e  ( t o  ' l a  v e s s e ' ,  l i t e r a l l y  the n o is e l e s s  e m iss io n  
o f  anal w ind) w h ich  d e l ib e r a t e ly  f l o u t s  o r  r a th e r  s ca n d a lo u s ly  
f la u n t s  a taboo i s  a  d i s t i n c t i v e  fe a tu r e  o f  n a t u r a l i s t  w r it in g ,  
as the d is c u s s io n  o f  Sac au dos and the e a r ly  n o v e ls  has shown.
One co u ld  e q u a lly  c i t e  La T e rre , o r  f o r  th a t  m atter in  ch a p ter  
fo u r te e n  o f  La C a th é d ra le  the 'f a r c e s  s t e r c o r a i r e s '  w hich Satan 
p lays on S a in t C h r is t in e  de Stum bèle.
U lt im a te ly , how ever, th is  apparent o b s e s s io n  w ith  the 
b a se s t  b o d i ly  fu n c t io n s  and fa e c a l  m atter takes on a m eta p h or ica l 
s ig n i f i c a n c e ,  b r in g in g  us back to  fo o d : f a e c a l  m atter p e r f e c t l y  
sy m b o lises  a m a te r ia l  w orld  w hich i s  s im p ly  m a tte r , but m atter 
whose su bstan ce  i s  degraded and i l l u s o r y .  ( 3 1 ) Even b e fo r e  he 
e a ts  them, f o r  exa m p le , M. F o la n t in 's  egg s  are d e p r iv e d  o f  any 
n u t r i t io n a l  va lu e  and reduced  to  the s t a t e  o f  excrem ent ( ' l a  v e s s e ' ) .  
As a gen era l r u l e ,  one co u ld  argue th a t in  A v a u - l 'e a u  fo o d  d oes 
n o t e x i s t  to  be e a te n  and f o r g o t t e n ,  but r a th e r  as an o b je c t  o f  
r e p e l le d  f a s c i n a t i o n ,  an o b je c t  whose te x tu r e  seems p a te n tly  
in e d ib le  and i r r é d u c t i b l e .  Thus in  the f i r s t  ch a p te r , M. F o la n t in 's  
ch eese i s  transm uted in t o  'une s o r te  de d e n t e l le  b lanch e m arbrée 
d 'i n d i g o ,  évidem m ent découpée dans un pain  de savon de M a r s e i l l e '
( p . 7 ) î he toys w ith  i t  (th e  v e rb  'c h i p o t e r '  i s  used a g a in , 
su g g e s tin g  the e s s e n t ia l  im p o s s ib i l i t y  o f  a s s im ila t in g  such 
fo o d , p . 8 ) ,  (3 2 ) b u t u n derstan dab ly  makes no r e a l  e f f o r t  to  e a t  
i t .  Even when he s t r i v e s  to  reduce such  n a u se a t in g  o b je c t s ,  he 
has no s u c c e s s : h i s  b e e f  i s  'c o r ia c e  e t  r e s i s t a n t . . .  l e s  c h a ir s  
é la s t iq u e s  p l i a i e n t  sous l e  co u te a u ' ( p .4 9 ) .
C on sequ en tly  the a c t  o f  e a t in g  l o s e s  i t s  custom ary m eaning,
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a cq u ir in g  an a n gu ish ed , e q u iv o c a l  q u a l i t y :  though he takes
n e ith e r  p le a su re  n or  r e a l  nourishm ent in  i t ,  N. F o la n tin
s a c r i f i c e s  a la r g e  p a rt o f  h is  th ou gh ts  and empty hours to
seek in g  f o o d ,  fo o d  w hich alw ays a ro u se s  h is  d is g u s t  when a t
l a s t  he f in d s  i t .  Not s u r p r i s in g ly ,  com m entators on A v a u -1 'e a u
have fr e q u e n t ly  em phasised the predom inance o f  fo o d  in  the
s to ry  and su ggested  a p p ro p r ia te  in t e r p r e t a t i o n s .  For C .G . S h en ton ,
fo o d  and e a t in g  re p r e s e n t  m eton ym ica lly  the d e g ra d a tio n  o f  l i f e
and 'a l l  the m a te r ia l v e x a t io n s  w hich  are the su bstan ce  o f
e x i s t e n c e '.  (3 3 )  And a c c o r d in g  to  J e a n -P ie r re  R ich a rd ,
r e fe r r in g  to  a l l  Huysmans' w ork:
P o in t d 'o e u v r e  l i t t é r a i r e  p e u t -ê t r e  qui s o i t  p lu s  
a ctivem en t que c e l l e - c i  hantée par l e  s o u c i  de n o u r r it u r e .  
D 'une n o u rr itu r e  qu i s 'y  consomme c e r t e s  d ir e c te m e n t , 
l i t t é r a le m e n t ,  e t  s e lo n  des d i s p o s i t i f s  m u lt ip le s ;  mais 
qui s e r t  a u ss i a marquer m étaphoriquem ent de son s ig n e  
tous l e s  grands a c te s  de l a  v i e .  (3 4 )
Any a n a ly s is  o f  the m e ta p h o r ica l s t r u c tu r e  o f  A v a u -1 'e a u
must o f  n e c e s s it y  b eg in  o r  d e a l w ith  f o o d ,  l i k e  the m elan ch oly
hero h im se lf  who e s t a b l is h e s  a b iz a r r e  r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  fo o d
from the b eg in n in g  o f  h is  l i f e ,  when, im m edia tely  a f t e r  h is
b ir t h , he i s  c lea n ed  down w ith  b u t t e r  and powdered 'a v e c  de l a
fa r in e  r â c lé e  sur l a  c ro û te  d 'u n  p a in ’ ( p .1 2 ) .  One m ight a ls o
quote the lu x u r ia n t  p r o l i f e r a t i o n  o f  synonyms f o r  a l l  the
a c t i v i t i e s  r e la t e d  to  f o o d ,  e a t in g  o r  e a t in g  p la c e s  in  the s t o r y :
s 'a l im e n t e r ,  d é g u s te r , s a v o u r e r , b r o u t e r ,  c h ip o t e r ,  
rum iner, s 'e m p i f f r e r ,  m&cher, se  r e p a î t r e ,  b o u f f e r ,  
la p e r ,  b r o y e r , b â f r e r ;  r é s id u s ,  b o u s t i f a i l l e , 
r o g a to n s , r e b u ts , b ecq u ée , m a n g e a ille , p â tu re , d în e t t e ,  
v i c t u a i l l e ,  b ib in e ; b r a s s e r i e ,  e s ta m in e t , m a stroq u et, 
m annezingue, c a b a r e t , c r é m e r ie , g a r g o t ( e ) ,  b o u i l l o n ,  
r â t e l i e r ,  r é f e c t o i r e . . .
I t  seems th a t every  a s p e c t  o f  e x is t e n c e  i s  r e f r a c t e d  through 
an a lim en tary  p rism . L eav in g  h is  o f f i c e ,  M. F o la n tin  tram ples 
through 'd e s  p a r fa i t s  de fa n g e , dans des s o r b e ts  de n e ig e ' ( p .1 1 ) .
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For M ichael I s s a c h a r o f f ,  w r it in g  on 'L a  S tr u c tu re  m étaphorique 
du r é c i t :  A v a u - l 'e a u ' .
Hanté par sa <ju8te o b sé d a n te , l e  p erson n a g e , pour mieux 
dom iner une r é a l i t é  d é p la is a n t e ,  l a  tran sform e en 
é lém en ts a l im e n ta ir e s .  (3 3 )
This in t e r p r e t a t io n  i s  c u r io u s ,  in  th a t  one m ight o b je c t  th a t 
th is  a lim en ta ry  tra n s fo rm a tio n  o f  snow and mud, f a r  from  demons­
t r a t in g  the c h a r a c t e r 's  d om in ation  o f  r e a l i t y ,  seems ra th e r  to  
show b la t a n t ly  the o p p o s i t e ,  th a t  i s ,  M. F o la n t in 's  f a i lu r e  
both  in  h is  q u est f o r  fo o d  and in  h is  d e s i r e  to  s h e l t e r  from  
the e le m e n ts . In  any c a s e , why 'e x p l a i n '  such m eta p h orica l 
p ro ce sse s  as the e x p re s s io n  o f  the c h a r a c t e r 's  o b s e s s io n s , 
when the ch a ra c te r  h im s e l f  e x i s t s  o n ly  through  the p la y  o f  
language in  the t e x t ,  ju s t  as the im ages do?
In  A v a u - l 'e a u . m etaphor p rod u ces  a s o r t  o f  a lim en tary  
in v a s io n  o f  every  a rea  o f  l i f e .  E x p e r ie n ce  can be savou red , 
d ig e s te d , o r  induce n a u sea . R e l ig io u s  n o v e ls  a re  t a s t e le s s :
' i l s  d é la y a ie n t  des c u i l l e r é e s  d 'e a u  b é n ite  dans l e  m ucilage 
d 'u n e  g lu a n te  p ro s e ' ( p .3 5 ) »  w h ile  M. F o la n tin  abom inates 
' l e  b o u i l lo n  de veau des C h e rb u lie z  e t  des F e i l l e t '  ( p .3 7 ) ,  
and r e j e c t s  the a c to r s  o f  the T h é& tre -F ran ça is  ( 'd e s  s a u c ie r s ,  
e t  v o i l à  t o u t ! '  p .5 5 ) .  On the o th e r  hand, r e a l i s t  n o v e ls  are 
a greea b le  to  the t a s t e ,  and the charms o f  the P la ce  S a in t -  
S u lp ice  can be savoured  from  tim e to  t im e . But i f  through t h i s  
p la y  o f  m etaphors the w orld  becom es a s o r t  o f  co m e s t ib le  
e x p e r ie n c e , food  i t s e l f ,  through  a r e c ip r o c a l  but co n tra ry  
p r o c e s s , i s  transm uted in t o  formB w hich seem co m p le te ly  
u n a p p etis in g  (ch e e se  becom ing s o a p , meat e l a s t i c ,  eggs an 
obscene g l u e ) .
Food i s  e s p e c ia l l y  l in k e d  to  sexu a l im p u lse s , again  in  a
r e c ip r o c a l  way. (One sh ou ld  n o te  in  p a ss in g  th a t such  co n n e c t io n s
are  n o t  o f  cou rse  s p e c i f i c  to  A v a u -1  *eau. o r  even to  Huysmans'
l i t e r a r y  w ork: on 17 March 1879» he w r ite s  to  Hannons ' j e  s u is
n é v r a lg é , par s u ite  de quelqu es e x c è s  c u l in a ir e s  au xqu els  j e  me
s u is  l i v r e . . . ' t e x c e s s e s  d o u b t le s s  l i k e  th ose  d e s c r ib e d  in
'S on n et s a ig n a n t '. )  A lthough J . - P .  R ichard, ta lk s  o f  fo o d  b e in g
'c h â t i é '  o r  even 'c h â t r é '  in  Huysmans, o r  d e s c r ib e s ,  in  o th e r
c a s e s , the ways in  w hich  a 'p u is s a n c e  d é s i r a n t e ' can be p r o je c t e d
on to  fo o d  (th e  ogre G i l l e s  de R a is  d ev ou rin g  b lo o d y , h ig h ly
s p ice d  meats b e fo re  com m ittin g  h is  m u rd ers), ( 36 ) i t  i s  perhaps
l e s s  fo o d  which appears in  a s e x u a l is e d  l i g h t  than the a c t  o f
e a t in g , o r  the s i t u a t io n  in  w hich one e a t s ,  the t r a n s a c t io n s
w hich have to  be made in  o rd er  t o  e a t .  A cco rd in g  to  the
n a t u r a l is t  co n ce p t io n  o f  human n a t u r e , hunger and s e x u a l it y
are both  carn a l a p p e t it e s :  f o r  th e  young M. F o la n t in :
A in s i que dans ce s  g a rg o te s  où son b e l  a p p é t it  l u i
f a i s a i t  d év orer  de b a sses  v ia n d e s , sa  fa im  ch a r n e lle
l u i  p e rm e tta it  d 'a c c e p t e r  l e s  reb u t6  de l 'a m o u r , ( p p .1 6 -1 7 )
This passage a t  the b eg in n in g  o f  the s to r y  r e c o u n t in g  F o la n t in 's
l o s s  o f  a p p e t ite  e s t a b l i s h e s  the p a r a l l e l  e x p l i c i t l y ;  the two
s o r t s  o f  hunger may even  in t e r m in g le ,  s in c e  r e fe r e n c e s  to
'p â tu r e s ' o r  'd î n e t t e s '  ( p .1 7 ,  p . 1 8 ) ,  f o r  in s t a n c e , can be
in te rp re te d  e it h e r  l i t e r a l l y  o r  f i g u r a t i v e l y .  The v o ca b u la ry
and tone o f  these op en in g  pages show a p a in fu l  p re o c cu p a tio n
w ith  the d egra d ation  o f  the f l e s h  w hich i s  v e ry  t y p i c a l l y
n a t u r a l is t .  M. F o la n t in 's  b ir t h  and m ilie u  condemn him to
w retch edn ess; h a p p in e ss , i t  seem s, i s  e x c lu d e d  from  the
b eg in n in g . C onsequently h is  q u e s t  f o r  fo o d  has l i t t l e  to  do
w ith  p leasu re  or  sen su a l s a t i s f a c t i o n .  The 'tu r b u le n c e s  du
san g ' (p .1 7 )  which in flam e h is  y o u th  w i l l  soon be r e p la c e d  by
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a v e n e re a l d is e a s e ,  and f i n a l l y  by  a  t o t a l  d ra in in g «
I f  the b o i l in g  b lo o d  o f  y o u th  i s  a n a t u r a l i s t  commonplace 
f a m i l ia r  from  Marthe o r  Les S oeu rs V a ta rd . M. F o la n t in 's  f i n a l  
p o s i t i o n  i s  e x a c t ly  th a t  w hich w i l l  be adopted  by des E s s e in t e s i
in c u r ie u x , presque im p u iss a n t , i l  r e s t a i t  l à ,  chez
l u i ,  dans un f a u t e u i l ,  a u p r è s  du f e u .  ( p . 1 7 )
The term in a l p o in t  o f  the e a r ly  n o v e ls  (w h ich  end on im ages 
which s t r i v e  to  r e j e c t  the predom inance o f  the body in  the 
n a t u r a l is t  v i s i o n ,  o r  a t  l e a s t  show i t s  d e r is o r y  n a tu re  —• ( l
G in g in e t 's  co rp se  b e in g  s l i c e d  open  as a m edical specim en ,
C yprien  and Andre r e t r e a t in g  in t o  the numbing s h e l t e r  o f  ’ l a  
b ê t i s e ' )  and the s t a r t in g  p o in t  o f  A reb ou rs  (th e  h e r o , im m obile 
in  h is  sa n ctu a ry , s t r i v in g  to  l e t  im a g in a tion  van qu ish  p h y s io lo g y )  
are thus in  a sense h e ld  to g e t h e r  in  A v a u -1 'e a u . But u n lik e  
des E s s e in t e s ,  F o la n t in 's  p h y s ic a l  im potence i s  o n ly  one p a r t  
o f  a more g en era l im potence o f  th e  w i l l ,  an i n a b i l i t y  to  p r o j e c t  
o r  p r o t e c t  h is  d e s ir e s  a g a in s t  a  h o s t i l e  r e a l i t y  ( s o  th a t s l e e p ,  
r e v e r i e ,  and f i n a l l y  a s o r t  o f  r e n u n c ia t io n  o f  c o n s c io u s n e s s  
are p rop osed  as ' s o l u t i o n s ' ) .  F o la n t in  i s  a c h a r a c te r  im posed 
on r a th e r  than im p osin g ; b e l i t t l e d  by th ose  around him , t r e a t e d  
w ith  a  c e r ta in  i r o n i c  d is ta n c e  by Euysmans h im s e l f ,  who n e a r ly  
alw ays a ccord s  him the h o llo w  d ig n i t y  o f  the b o u r g e o is ie  by 
c a l l i n g  him M onsieur F o la n t in . H is im potence i s  o f t e n  o b se rv e d  
in  a com ica l way: he engages in  a b a t t le  o f  w atches w ith  h is  
ch e f de bureau when accu sed  o f  b e in g  l a t e ,  but i s  defeatedfby 
h is  s u p e r io r 's  'p u is s a n t  r e m o n t o ir ' ( p . 9 ) ,  ju s t  as he i s  o u tw it te d  
by the p r o s t i t u t e .  He se e s  h im s e l f  as g r o te s q u e , a ' v i e i l  homme 
b o it e u x ' ( p .8 2 ) ,  when he i s  a c c o s t e d  by the p r o s t i t u t e .  But he 
subm its to  h er w i l l ,  ju s t  as he i s  dom inated by the h ou sek eep er , 
Mme C habanel, in  a r e v e r s a l  o f  the s e x e s , s in c e  t h i s
' v i e i l l e s s e  haute de s ix  p ie d s , aux l è v r e s  v e lu e s  e t  aux yeux 
o b sc è n e s ' ( p .2 0 ) ,  w ith  the a p p e t it e  o f  an o g r e s s ,  seems f a r  more 
m enacingly m ascu line than h er m a ste r .
The sexual in t im id a t io n  o f  w a it r e s s e s  in  a r e s ta u ra n t  
seems even more e x p l i c i t !
Une com plète im pu issance  v ou s  v e n a i t ,  en l e s  re g a r d a n t ,
( . . . )  sous ce s  yeux qui ja u g e a ie n t  v o t r e  faim  e t  vous l a  
r e fo u la ie n t  au fon d  du v e n t r e ,  ( p .4 9 )
F o la n tin  appears to o  as a s o r t  o f  v o y e u r , s t im u la te d  and e x c i t e d  
by the h earty  a p p e t it e s  o f  coachm en; bu t h is  v ic a r io u s  hunger 
d isa p p ea rs  when he t r i e s  to  em ulate t h e ir  perform ance ( ' s a  
gorge  se r e c r o q u e v i l l a i t ' ,  p .4 2 ) .  (3 7 )  J . - P .  R ichard  n o te s  the
a u t o -e r o t i c  u n derton es o f  F o la n t in 's  e x c ite m e n t a t the thought 
o f  b e in g  ab le  to  e a t  a lon e  a t  home ( ' s a  h âte  à j o u i r  de son 
con ten tem ent, to u t  s e u l , '  p .6 7 ) .  (3 8 )  F o la n t in 's  exchange w ith  
the -p â t is s iè r e . 'd o n t  l e  buste  é t a i t  e n to u ré  de S a in t-H on oré  e t  
de t a r t e s '  ( p .6 6 ) ,  r e v e a ls  an a t t r a c t i o n  w hich  com bines d e s ir e  
f o r  the woman and f o r  h er f o o d ;  'c e  n ’ e s t  pas q u 'e l l e  s o i t  
j o l i e ,  mais e l l e  a des yeux b ie n  e x p r e s s i f s ' ,  he th in k s  sen tim en t­
a l l y  ( p .6 7 ) .  The e r o t i c i s e d  y e a rn in g  f o r  a supply o r  s u p p l i e r ' 
o f  fo o d  a ls o  r e f l e c t s  F o la n t in 's  em otion a l d e p r iv a t io n ; thus he 
e n v ie s  the secu re  h ou seh o ld s  o f  h is  n e ig h b o u rs , as he sm e lls  
t h e ir  cook in g  on the way down th e  s t a i r s  t o  pursue h is  u n ce r ta in  
q u est through the B tre e ts  ( p . 2 9 ) .  U lt im a t e ly , th is  e r o t ic is m  
form s p a rt o f  the m eta p h or ica l p r o c e s s  o f  A v a u -1 'e a u  as a 
w h ole : fo o d  o r  e a t in g  do n o t  s im p ly  r e p r e s e n t  s e x u a l it y  in  
some v e i le d  way. Both a p p e t it e s  r e p r e s e n t  in  co n cre te  form  
the f a i lu r e  o f  d e s ir e  in  the n a t u r a l i s t  co n ce p t io n  o f  the w o r ld .
In  o th er  w ords, behind t h i s  a cco u n t o f  F o la n t in 's  p h y s ica l  
and moral im poten ce , the f a i l u r e  o f  h is  a p p e t it e s ,  we can d e t e c t
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a c r i t iq u e  o f  the n a t u r a l i s t  o p t i c ,  a t  l e a s t  in s o f a r  as  i t  i s  
based on a m a t e r ia l i s t ,  p o s i t i v i s t  p h i lo s o p h y . But b e fo r e  th is  
second a s p e c t  o f  the s t o r y  i s  d is c u s s e d , c e r t a in  o th e r  im portan t 
elem ents w h ich , l i k e  f o o d ,  b e lo n g  to  the m e ta p h o r ica l netw ork o f  
A v a u -1 'e a u . should  be exam ined. A part from  the a p p a re n tly  
p a ra d o x ica l way in  w hich Huysmans seems to  throw  in t o  q u estion  
the w r it in g  o r  v i s io n  o f  n a tu ra lis m , a  more p r im it iv e  re a d in g  
o f  A v a u -1 'e a u  can be p ro p o se d . M. F o la n t in  i s  in  th e  f i r s t  
p la ce  a man dom inated by n a tu r e . N ot o n ly  d oes  he become the 
v ic t im  o f  the f a i l i n g s  o f  h is  own n a tu re  (h u n g e r , d e s i r e ,  s i c k ­
n e s s ) ,  but a ls o  he i s  q u ite  l i t e r a l l y  the p re y  o f  the e lem en ts . 
Lashed by the wind and ra in  a t  the b e g in n in g  o f  the b o o k , the 
ch a ra c te r  and h is  way o f  l i f e  w i l l  be c o n s t a n t ly  in f lu e n c e d  by 
the passage o f  the s e a s o n s , by changes o f  c l im a t e .  The c y c l i c a l  
a ccou n t o f  the h e r o 's  f r u s t r a t e d  a ttem p ts t o  s a t i s f y  h is  d e s ir e s  
( in  the open in g  l in e s  o f  ch a p te r  tw o, a lr e a d y , we r e a d , ' i l  se 
l a i s s a i t  a l l e r  a v a u - l 'e a u ' ,  p .2 5 )  c o r re s p o n d s  to  the s u cce s s io n  
o f  season s from  w in te r  to  w in te r  in  the f o u r  ch a p te rs  o f  the s t o r y .
In  h is  study o f  the m eta p h oric  s t r u c t u r e  o f  A v a u -1 'e a u . 
K ich a el I s s a c h a r o f f  draws a t t e n t io n  t o  two s e r i e s  o f  'e le m e n ta l ' 
im ages, based on w ater and f i r e .  F i r e ,  a c c o r d in g  to  I s s a c h a r o f f ,  
i s  's e x u a l i s e d ' . Thus in  the f i r s t  c h a p t e r ,  'De r e t o u r  chez l u i ,  
F o la n tin  —  sym boliquem ent —  trou v e  son fe u  e t e i n t .*  (3 9 ) And, 
in  t h is  c r i t i c ' s  o p in io n , the a bsen ce  o f  f i r e  in  the second 
ch a pter co rresp on d s  to  F o la n t in 's  a bsen ce  o f  sexu a l a c t i v i t y .
As reg a rd s  th is  l a s t  p o in t  one m ight how ever o b je c t  th a t  the 
h e r o 's  f i r e  burns p e r f e c t l y  w e ll  in  the t h ir d  ch a p te r  ( e . g .  p .5 8 )»  
a lth ou gh  he co n tin u e s  to  l i v e  c h a s t e ly  —-  an d , on more gen era l 
term s, th a t I s s a c h a r o f f '6  argument ta k es  no a ccou n t o f  l e s s
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e q u iv o c a l  fu n c t io n s  w hich  can be a t t r ib u t e d  to  f i r e .  The b e s t  
exam ple o f  the s e x u a l is a t io n  o f  f i r e  i s  d o u b t le s s  fou n d  a t  the 
end o f  the b ook , when th e  p r o s t it u t e  e n t i c e s  K. F o la n t in  by prom­
i s i n g  him th ere  i s  'un bon fe u  dans sa  cham bre' ( p .6 2 )  —  a f i r e  
w hich i s  o f  co u rse  e n t i r e l y  im aginary and w hich p r e f ig u r e s  the 
p r o ta g o n is t '.s  f i n a l  d isap p oin tm en t and d e s o la t io n  (a lth o u g h  he 
i s  a b le  to  have in t e r c o u r s e  w ith  the woman).
N e v e r th e le s s , the absence o r  p resen ce  o f  f i r e  depends in  
the f i r s t  in s ta n ce  on the w eather o r  s e a s o n . At th e  b e g in n in g  o f  
the secon d  ch a p te r , the B au d e la ir ia n  sp le e n  c r u s h in g  F o la n tin  
beneath  the r a in y  sky i s  d is s ip a t e d ; the appearance o f  the sun 
ch eers  him and he d e c id e s  to  le a v e  h is  h e a r th , 'à  ne p lu s  v iv r e  
a in s i  en ferm e ' ( p .2 6 ) .  Food and e a t in g  may be e r o t i c i s e d ,  but 
f i r e ,  on the o th e r  hand, seems to  be a v e h i c l e  th rou gh  metonymy 
f o r  themes r e l a t in g  to  d om estic  com fort ra th e r  than to  s e x u a l i t y .  
The c o n c ie r g e  i s  no more capab le  o f  b u i ld in g  a f i r e  than he i s  o f  
s a t i s f y in g  M. F o la n t in 's  o th er  d om estic  n e e d s . I t  i s  q u ite  
p o s s ib le  th a t the e x t in g u is h in g  o f  h is  f i r e  d i s c r e e t l y  u n d e r lin e s  
the d e c l in e  o f  the p r o t a g o n is t 's  d e s ir e s  —  a t  the end o f  the
book F o la n tin  re tu rn s  home nauseated  by h is  e n co u n te r , 'un  s o u f f l e
(p -8 5 )f r o i d  l u i  g la ç a  l a  f a c e ' ,^and he i s  w ith ou t m atches to  com bat the 
c o ld  —  b u t , in  a more l i t e r a l  s e n se , t h is  i n a b i l i t y  to  b u i ld  a 
f i r e  i s  p a r t  o f  h is  g e n e ra l i n a b i l i t y  to  c r e a te  a c o m fo r ta b le  
i n t e r i o r ,  to  d i r e c t  h is  l i f e ,  and so o n . The p re se n ce  o f  f i r e  
b e s id e s  tends t o  s u g g e s t  a c o s y , d ream lik e  co m fo r t  rem ote
from  id e a s  o f  p o ten cy  and f e r t i l i t y .  In  the t h ir d  ch a p te r , f o r  
exam ple, f i r e  r e p r e s e n ts  the warmth and s h e lt e r  o f  F o la n t in 's  
i n t e r i o r ,  co n tr a s te d  w ith  the w retch edn ess o f  th o se  who 'a r p e n te n t  
l e  p ave, sans g î t e '  ( p .5 8 )  (a  warmth dou b ly  em phasised by h is
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e q u iv o ca l fu n c t io n s  which can  he a t t r ib u t e d  t o  f i r e .  The b e s t  
example o f  the s e x u a l is a t io n  o f  f i r e  i s  d o u b t le s s  found a t  the 
end o f  the book , when the p r o s t i t u t e  e n t i c e s  K. F o la n tin  by prom­
is in g  him th ere  i s  'un bon fe u  dans sa  cham bre' ( p .8 2 )  —  a f i r e  
which i s  o f  cou rse  e n t i r e ly  im aginary and w hich  p r e f ig u r e s  the 
p r o t a g o n is t 's  f in a l  d isap p oin tm en t and d e s o la t io n  (a lth o u g h  he 
i s  a b le  to  have in t e r c o u r s e  w ith  the woman).
N e v e r th e le s s , the a bsen ce  o r  p re se n ce  o f  f i r e  depends in
the f i r s t  in s ta n ce  on the w eather o r  s e a s o n . A t the b e g in n in g  o f
the second ch a p te r , the B a u d e la ir ia n  s p le e n  c ru sh in g  F o la n t in
beneath the ra in y  sky i s  d is s ip a t e d ;  the appearan ce o f  the sun
ch eers him and he d e c id e s  t o  le a v e  h is  h e a r th , 'à  ne p lu s  v iv r e
a in s i  en ferm e' ( p .2 6 ) .  Food and e a t in g  may be e r o t i c i s e d ,  b u t
f i r e ,  on the o th e r  hand, seems to  be a v e h i c l e  through metonymy
f o r  themes r e la t in g  to  d om estic  co m fo rt  r a th e r  than to  s e x u a l i t y .
The co n c ie r g e  i s  no more ca p a b le  o f  b u i ld in g  a  f i r e  than he i s  o f
s a t i s fy in g  M. F o la n t in 's  o th e r  d om estic  n e e d s . I t  i s  q u ite
p o s s ib le  th a t the e x t in g u is h in g  o f  h is  f i r e  d i s c r e e t l y  u n d e r lin e s
the d e c l in e  o f  the p r o t a g o n is t 's  d e s ir e s  —  a t  the end o f  the
book F o la n tin  re tu rn s  home n auseated  by h is  e n co u n te r , 'un  s o u f f l e
( p .8 5 )f r o id  l u i  g la ç a  l a  f a c e ',^ a n d  he i s  w ith o u t m atches to  com bat the 
c o ld  —  b u t , in  a more l i t e r a l  s e n se , th is  i n a b i l i t y  to  b u i ld  a 
f i r e  i s  p a rt o f  h is  gen era l i n a b i l i t y  to  c r e a t e  a co m fo r ta b le  
i n t e r i o r ,  to  d i r e c t  h is  l i f e ,  and so  o n . The p re se n ce  o f  f i r e  
b es id es  tends to  su ggest a  c o s y ,  d rea m lik e  co m fo r t  rem ote
from id ea s  o f  p oten cy  and f e r t i l i t y .  In  the t h ir d  ch a p te r , f o r  
exam ple, f i r e  re p re se n ts  the warmth and s h e l t e r  o f  F o la n t in 's  
in t e r i o r ,  co n tra s te d  w ith  the w retch ed n ess o f  th ose  who 'a r p e n te n t  
l e  pave, sans g î t e '  ( p .5 8 )  (a  warmth d ou b ly  em phasised by h i s
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in e x h a u s t ib le  to b a c co  p a c k e t , h is  g r o g s ,  h is  r o a s t in g  s l i p p e r s ) .
But such moments o f  in tim a cy  are  s h o r t - l i v e d .  In  the new 
agora ph ob ic  P a r is ,  a l l  the season s a re  h o s t i l e ,  the town i s  d i s f i g ­
ured  by 'd e  fú n e b re s  b o u le v a rd s , r i s s o l e s  l ' é t e  e t  g la c e s  l 'h i v e r '  
( p .2 6 ) .  E x c e ss iv e  h ea t can thus be seen  in  as n e g a t iv e  a way as 
c o ld  o r  damp (on e  r e c a l l s  Huysmans' in te rm in a b le  co m p la in ts  about 
the w eath er, h o t o r  c o l d ,  in  h is  l e t t e r s ) .  The h ea t o f  the f i r e  
ca n , how ever, have the e f f e c t  o f  p lu n g in g  the c h a r a c te r  in t o  
m e d ita tio n , b r in g in g  a t r a n s it io n  from  the p re se n t  to  r e v e r i e .  (4 0 )  
Thus M. F o la n t in , w h ile  p ok in g  h is  c o k e , b e g in s  to  r e f l e c t  on h is  
p a st l i f e  ( t h i s  movement, which i s  p a r t ly  a p r e t e x t  on the p a r t  o f  
the author to  in tro d u c e  a d d it io n a l  in fo r m a t io n , i s  o f t e n  taken up 
by Huysmans —  in  the f i r s t  ch a p te r  o f  L a -b a s . f o r  i n s t a n c e ) .  But 
th ere  i s  a n o th e r , more in t e r e s t in g  scen e  o f  r e v e r i e ,  p re se n te d  th is  
time under the s ig n  o f  w a te r , when M. F o la n tin  goes t o  the p u b l ic  
b a th s .
I s s a c h a r o f f  has c o n v in c in g ly  dem onstrated  the p e rv a s iv e n e s s  
and n ega tiv e  v a lu e  o f  im ages r e la t e d  to  w ater in  the s t o r y .  One 
might e s t a b l i s h  c a t e g o r ie s  r e l a t in g  to  d is o r ie n t a t io n  (a s  the t i t l e  
A v a u -l 'e a u  in d i c a t e s ,  F o la n tin  l e t s  h im se lf  go a d r i f t ,  'n a v ig a t e s ' 
through r e s ta u r a n ts , i s  w recked in  v o l -a u -v e n t s , w h ile  h is  h e a lth  
i s  fo u n d e r in g ) ; to  the e lem ents (h e  i s  la sh ed  by r a i n ,  d ep ressed  
by snow, the w a lls  o f  h is  room a re  'g l a c e s ' ,  p .7 0 ) ;  and to  fo o d  
( ' l ' e a u  de v a i s s e l l e  de son b o u i l l o n ' ,  p .3 4 ) ,  which i s  a d u lte r a te d , 
d i lu t e d , drowned in  s a u c e s . J . - P .  R ich ard  even ta lk s  o f  'C e t te  
c a s tr a t io n  humide de 1 ' a lim e n t , l i e e  a un cauchemar p lu s  gen era l 
de la  l i q u i d i t e . . . '  ( 4 1 )
To re tu rn  to  the e p is o d e  w h ich  takes p la ce  a t  the p u b l ic  
bath s, a passage commented on b r i e f l y  by I s s a c h a r o f f .  A propos o f
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the phrase ' l l  r ê v a s s a it  e t  s e s  pensées s ' op a l i s  a ie n t  avec l a  
buée, d even a ien t a f fa b le s  e t  d i f f u s e s '  ( p . 3 2 ) ,  he makes the 
f o l lo w in g  o b s e r v a t io n :
L 'im age b e l le  e t  s u g g e s t iv e  s ' o o a l iB a ie n t  r e n fo r c e  l ' i d é e  
de r ê v e r ie  p oé tiq u e  e t  montre l e  n a r r a te u r  pour une f o i s  
dénué d'amertume ou d ' i r o n i e .  ( 4 2 )
But what sh ou ld  be em phasised in  a d d it io n  i s  t h a t ,  e x c e p t io n a l ly ,
w ater h ere  a cq u ire s  a p o s i t iv e  ch a rg e . The m o t i f  o f  d r i f t i n g
( 'a l l e r  à  v a u - l 'e a u ')  which e lsew h ere  in  the b ook  su ggests
im poten ce , a la ck  o f  r e s is t a n c e  to  the c u r re n t  o f  l i f e ,  i s
rev ersed  h e re , to  become a s o u rce  o f  s e r e n i t y  and c o n s o la t io n :
't o u t e s  s e s  d é tre s s e s  fu y a ie n t  à l a  d é r iv e ' ( p . 3 2 ) .  F o la n t in 's
thoughts d is s o lv e ,  v a p o r is e  w ith  the steam : a s o r t  o f  l iq u e fa c t i o n
o f  h is  b e in g  takes p la c e ,  w h ich  f lo w s  p e a c e fu l ly  in t o  the w a ter,
a t  one w ith  n a tu re . The h e a t o f  the w ater rem oves , i t  seem s,
i t s  m enacing q u a l i t ie s  ( c o l d ,  damp, i c e )  to  l e a v e  a h o s p ita b le
r e t r e a t  ( ' l l  se b l o t t i s s a i t  dans l 'e a u  c h a u d e ',  p .3 2 ) ,  whose
r e la t io n  w ith  F o la n t in 's  ch i ld h o o d  has a lr e a d y  been emphasised
in  the t e x t .  Huysmans r a th e r  b iz a r r e ly  c a l l s  t h is  d is s o lu t io n
o f  co n sc io u sn e ss  'un e x c i t a n t ' ( p . 3 l ) «  Perhaps he wanted to
make a d is t in c t i o n  between t h is  a g re e a b le  t o r p o r  and the s in i s t e r
re n u n c ia t io n  which one f in d s  in  the o th e r  p a ssa g e s  where the hero
abandons h im se lf  to  u n c o n s c io u s n e s s . At the end o f  the f i r s t ,
second and fo u rth  ch a p te rs , f o r  exam ple, th e re  are r e fe r e n c e s  to
s le e p ,  and though i t  i s  p o s s ib le  to  a t t r ib u t e  the f i r s t  two
r e fe r e n c e s  to  the 'd o m e s t ic ' themes o f  the b ook  (d u r in g  a heat
wave the b a ch e lor  has the advantage o f  b e in g  a b le  to  s le e p  a lon e
in  r e la t iv e  c o m fo r t ) ,  on the o th e r  hand the f i n a l  r e f l e c t i o n s  are
e x p l i c i t l y  f ig u r a t iv e ,  fo rm in g  p a r t  o f  a r e f u s a l  o f  l i f e  which
shows an overwhelm ing p essim ism . (4 3 )
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I f  in  the f i n a l  a n a ly s is  fo o d  and e a t in g  sy m b o lise  the 
p r o t a g o n is t 's  f a i l u r e  o f  w i l l  b e fo r e  an i n d i g e s t ib l e  w o r ld , 
images based on w a ter  o r  f i r e  can r a th e r  be r e la t e d  to  a theme 
o f  the v u ln e r a b i l i t y  and f in a l  abandonment o f  the s e l f  b e fo r e  
the a s s a u lt  o f  th e  e lem en ts, the c u r r e n t  o f  l i f e .  N ot o n ly  i s  
r e a l i t y  h o s t i l e  t o  the in d iv id u a l  b u t i t  i s  i t s e l f  h o llo w  and 
r o t t e n ;  i t  has no s o l id  substance o r  l a s t i n g  v a lu e ; e v e r y th in g  
crum bles a t  the to u ch , 't o u t  f i c h e  l e  ca m p ', as F o la n t in  puts 
i t  ( p .5 5 ) . I t  i s  here th a t one s e e s  the paradox o f  the n a t u r a l is t  
v i s io n  which i n s i s t s  on the prim acy o f  the sen ses  and the m a ter ia l 
w orld  y e t  s im u lta n e o u s ly  r e v e a ls  t h e i r  in ad equ acy  and d e t e r io r a t io n  
V ic t o r  Brom bert has drawn a t t e n t io n  to  the themes r e la t e d  
to  c la u s t r a t io n  t o  be found in  Huysmans' w orks, the 'n o s t a lg ie  
d 'u n  a b r i '  o f  h is  ch a r a c te r s , the s o l ip s is m  w hich  c h a r a c t e r is e s  
h is  n a r ra t iv e  te ch n iq u e  ( 'S e s  romans fo is o n n e n t  en form u les  
m o n o lo g u is te s ' ) .  (4 4 )  But a lth ou gh  the o u ts id e  w orld  in  
A v a u - l 'e a u  i s  in d u b ita b ly  h o s t i l e  and an a g o ra p h o b ic  angu ish  
g r ip s  the hero b e fo r e  the 'in te r m in a b le s  ca se rn e s  s 'é t e n d a n t  à 
p e rte  de v u e ' o f  the new P a ris  ( p .6 0 ) ,  the d e s ir e  t o  s h e l t e r  
w ith in  the i n t e r i o r  u lt im a te ly  p rov es  to  be e q u a lly  s t e r i l e  and 
n e g a t iv e . Throughout the s to r y  we g a in  the im p re ss io n  o f  an 
'h a n t is e  du v i d e ' ,  o f  a c la u s t r o p h o b ic  r e a l i t y  s h u t t in g  him in ,  
from  which he w i l l  n ever su cceed  in  e s c a p in g : ' l e  v id e  de sa  
v ie  murée l u i  a p p a ru t ' ( p .1 1 ) ;  'c e  s p le e n  qu i l ' é c r a s a i t '  ( p .2 5 ) ;  
' i l  se d é c id a  à ne p lu s v iv r e  a in s i  e n fe rm é ' ( p .2 6 ) ;  ' c e  trou  
d 'en n u i qui se c r e u s a i t  len tem en t, dans to u t  son ê t r e '  ( p .3 7 ) ;
' l a  semaine s 'é g o u t t a i t  e n co r e , mais c ' é t a i t  l e  dimanche qui 
l u i  p e s a i t ' ( p . 5 9 ) .
As Brombert p o in ts  o u t , the h ero  may v e ry  w e ll  dream about
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the id e a l i n t e r i o r :
M. F o la n t in , dans A v a u -1 ’ «a u . prend un a i r  e x ta t iq u e  en 
rêv an t à son in t é r ie u r :  e x p re s s io n  d 'a n t i c ip a t io n  que son 
co n frè r e  in t e r p r è te  comme l 'a t t e n t e  d 'u n e  s a t i s f a c t i o n  
s e x u e l l e . . .  (4 5 )
But when i t  i s  a q u e stio n  o f  p u t t in g  th ese  dreams in t o  p r a c t i c e ,  
hiB attem pt to  'h a b i l l e r  l e s  murs g la c é s  de sa  cham bre' ( p .7 0 )  
f a i l s  lam en ta b ly , a t  the end o f  the th ir d  ch a p te r . As i t  happens, 
in  th is  p a r t ic u la r  in s ta n ce  the f a i lu r e  i s  caused  by the d e c e i t f u l ­
ness o f  the p & tis s iè re  asked by F o la n tin  to  d e l i v e r  m eals t o  h is  
room —  but does th is  n o t  in  f a c t  dem onstrate the p r e c a r io u s n e s s  
o f  the h e r o 's  a s p ir a t io n s ,  th a t h is  dream o f  a h e rm etic  i n t e r i o r  
depends in  r e a l i t y  on the s e r v ic e s  o f  o t h e r s ,  th a t  i s ,  o f  the 
o u ts id e  w orld ?  A lthough K. F o la n tin  i s  p ro fo u n d ly  a n t i s o c i a l ,  
d is p la y in g  a m isa n th rop ic  h a tred  o f  the p ro m iscu ity  o f  the crowd 
during h is  even in g  w ith  M. M a rt in e t , and a lth ou gh  he c la im s  to  
p r e fe r  the company o f  h is  own memories to  th a t o f  h is  f e l l o w  d in e r s , 
n e ith e r  can hé bear s o l i t u d e ,  f o r  then he i s  exp osed  once more to  
the v o id  which he i s  unable  to  f i l l . . . .
I t  i s  true th a t F o la n tin  g lim p ses  a p o s s ib le  esca p e  from  
th is  v ic io u s  c i r c l e  in  r e l i g i o n ,  a t  the b e g in n in g  o f  the l a s t  
ch a p ter . But he r e j e c t s  the dogmas o f  the Church. I t  i s  n o t  the 
s p ir i t u a l  r e s o u rc e s  o f  f a i t h  which a t t r a c t  him but the s o c i a l  
a sp ects  o f  r e l i g i o u s  p r a c t i c e s :
Q uelle  o ccu p a tio n  que l a  p r i è r e ,  qu el passe -tem p s que l a  
c o n fe s s io n , q u e ls  débouchés que l e s  p ra t iq u e s  d 'u n  c u l t e !  (p .7 8 )
In the second  ch a p te r , we have a lr e a d y  read  the r e f l e c t i o n :
'H ors l a  r e l i g i o n ,  p o in t  de m a n g e a ille ' ( p .2 6 ) .  A lthough  th is
phrase a n t ic ip a t e s  w ith  an ob v iou s  ir o n y  the fu tu r e  p ro g r e s s  o f
Huysmans h im se lf  towards God, f o r  K. F o la n tin  r e l i g i o n  i s  o n ly  a
'p a s s e -te m p s ';  f a r  from  th in k in g  o f  s p i r i t u a l  f o o d ,  he p e r c e iv e s
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o n ly  the s o c io l o g ic a l  a d v a n ta g e s from  w h ich  e c c l e s i a s t i c s  b e n e f i t ,  
f o r  o n ly  th e y a re  a b le  to  e a t  w e ll  i n  the s i x t h  a r r o n d is s e m e n t .  
And i f  a t  the end o f  the s t o r y ,  he d e c id e s  to  r e t u r n  to  ' l ' a f f r e u x  
b e r c a i l 1 ( p . 8 5 ) ,  t h i s  communal s u f f e r in g  w h ich  he im po se s on 
h im s e lf  ( h is  ta b le  com panions a re  h i s  ' c o r e l i g i o n n a i r e s ' ,  p . 4 6 ) 
seems e n t i r e l y  w ith o u t p o s it iv e  v a l u e .  ( 4 6 )
The q u est f o r  f o o d ,  f o r  an i n t e r i o r  in  w hich t o  s h e l t e r
from  the e lem en ta l f o r c e s  o f  n a t u r e , e v e r y th in g  in  t h i s  s t o r y ,
i t  seem s, le a d s  to  a n i h i l i s t i c  r e f u s a l  o f  l i f e ,  o r  a t  any r a te
o f  l i f e  as i t  i s  p resen ted  in  the n a t u r a l i s t  n o v e l .  ( ' l l  n 'y  a
p lu s  q u 'a  se fo u t r e  a l 'e a u  a p res  l a  l e c t u r e  de ce l i v r e '  w rote
Huysmans to  Hannon on 7 November 1 8 6 1 .)  But a t  the same time
th ere  i s  a s o r t  o f  a ttem p t to  go beyond th is  pessim ism .
A ll  the r e fe r e n c e s  w hich  have been n o te d  to  'c e  sp le e n  q u i
l ' e c r a s a i t ' ,  to  the o p p r e ss io n  o f  the e lem en ts ( ' l e  c i e l  p lu v ie u x '
o f  the second  ch a p te r , p . 2 5 ) ,  t o  im poten ce  and the h o r r o r  o f  the
v o id ,  in tro d u ce  us to  a u n iv e rs e  w hich  i s  as much B a u d e la ir ia n
as n a t u r a l is t .  C .G . S h e n to n 's  o b s e r v a t io n s  a re  w orth  q u o t in g :
This n o v e l ,  s it u a t e d  as i t  i s  between Huysmans' n a t u r a l i s t  
p e r io d  and the co m p o s it io n  o f  A r e b o u r s . w hich i s  f u l l y  
B a u d e la ir ia n  in  i t s  i n s p i r a t i o n ,  i l l u s t r a t e s  how much the 
s p i r i t u a l i s t e s  r e a l l y  have in  common w ith  the r e a l i s t s  
and n a t u r a l i s t s .  The B a u d e la ir ia n  cu rse  in  i t s  r e a l i s t  
form  i s  pessim ism , the c o n v ic t io n  th a t  d e s ir e  i s  condemned 
to  f a i lu r e  in  the w o r ld , and the o b s e s s io n  w ith  the 
d egra d ation  o f  a l l  t h in g s , and the p h ob ia  o f  m e d io c r i t y .  (4 7 )
This ' s p i r i t u a l is m e ' ,  the d e s i r e  to  break the l im i t s  o f  a
r e a l i t y  both  th re a te n in g  and r o t t e n ,  w hich i s  e x p re sse d  e x p l i c i t l y
in  A rebou rs and the works w hich  f o l l o w  i t ,  i s  a lr e a d y  p re se n t  in
A v a u -1 'e a u . but appears o n ly  th rou gh  a s o r t  o f  e l l i p t i c a l  p r o c e s s
o r  n ega tiv e  im p lic a t io n  w hich can be read  between the l in e s  o f  the
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t e x t .  F o la n t in 's  a ttem pts t o  esca p e  from  the c o n s tr a in ts  o f  the 
w orld  towards an in n e r  l i f e  (th ro u g h  i s o l a t i o n ,  r e v e r ie  or  
r e l i g i o n )  f a i l  because o f  h is  im poten ce  when fa ce d  w ith  the 
n au seatin g  substance o f  o u t s id e  r e a l i t y  and o f  h is  own co r p o re a l  
r e a l i t y ,  whose most c o n c re te  form s are f o o d  and the need to  e a t .  (4 6 )  
(Des E sse in te s  too  w i l l  have to  subm it t o  the demands o f  h is  own 
b o d y .)  However, th is  o s c i l l a t i o n  betw een  r e v o l t  and re n u n c ia t io n  
w hich e n c lo s e s  F o la n t in 's  e x i s t e n c e ,  h as  a t  the same time the 
e f f e c t  o f  c r e a t in g  an atm osphere o f  c la u s t r o p h o b ia  and anguish  
which goes beyond the p o s i t i v i s t  p r i n c ip l e s  o f  n a tu ra lism . In  
th is  sen se , A v a u -1 'e a u . by e x p lo r in g  th e  l im i t s  o f  the n a t u r a l is t  
o p t ic  w ith ou t however b re a k in g  the c o n v e n t io n s  o f  the g e n re , can 
be seen as marking the tu r n in g -p o in t  o r  p iv o t  in  Huysmans' work 
much more c l e a r ly  than A re  h o u rs , where one p e r c e iv e s , a t  l e a s t  
a t f i r s t  s ig h t ,  a much more o b v io u s  r e f u s a l  and e x p lo s io n  o f  
n a tu ra lism .
But a cco rd in g  to  C .G . S h e n to n 's  in t e r p r e t a t io n ,  th ere  i s  in  
A v a u - l 'e a u  n ot m erely a d i s c r e e t  q u e s t io n in g  o f  the n a t u r a l is t  
v i s io n  or  p h ilo so p h y , but a ls o  a v i r t u a l  parody o f  the a e s t h e t i c s  
and w r it in g  o f  n a tu ra lism :
A v a u -l 'e a u  owes i t s  com ic f o r c e  t o  a s t y l i s a t i o n  o f  the 
n a t u r a l is t  v i s io n  i t s e l f .
The n ove l i s  n o t ju s t  an e v o c a t io n  o f  the w earin ess  
which l i f e  in s p ir e s ,  b u t , more e s s e n t i a l l y ,  o f  the w ea rin ess  
which the s u b je c t s  o f  n a tu ra lism  in s p ir e  in  th e ir  a u th o r .
M. F o lan tin  in  h is  d rab  w orld  i s  the r e p r e s e n ta t io n  o f  
Huysmans' d is g u s t  w ith  the v i s i o n  and a e s t h e t ic  approach  
( o f  the s ch o o l o f  M edan). (4 9 )
One cou ld  a rgu e , to  expand on th e  terms o f  th is  in t e r p r e t a t io n ,  
th a t i f  the ch a ra cte r  does n o t  su cceed  in  e sca p in g  from  the v i c i o u s  
c i r c l e  which e n c lo s e s  h is  e x i s t e n c e ,  Huysmans, on the o th e r  hand, 
has found h is  own s o lu t io n  to  the l im i t a t i o n s  imposed on him by
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the n a t u r a l is t  v i s io n  by talcing re fu g e  in  w r it in g :  he e x a c ts  a 
vengeance on  the d u l l ,  b o r in g  s u b je c t s  w hich are the p r e r o g a t iv e  
o f  the n a t u r a l i s t  w r ite r  by t r e a t in g  them in  a p a ro d y in g , 
c a r ic a tu r a l  manner, in  o th e r  words re d u c in g  them to  a  p u re ly  
l i t e r a r y  p r e t e x t .  For Huysmans the u n b e lie v e r  e v e r y th in g  
becomes ' l i t e r a t u r e ' .  ( 'V r a im e n t , quand j ' y  so n g e , l a  l i t t e r a t u r e  
n 'a  qu'une r a is o n  d 'f i t r e ,  sau ver c e lu i  q u i l a  f a i t  du degoflt de 
v i v r e ! ' e x c la im s  D urtal in  L a -b a s . 1 1 ,1 0 8 .)
N e v e r th e le s s , we s u re ly  run the r i s k  o f  g iv in g  a f a l s e  
im pression  o f  A v a u -1 'e a u  by co n c lu d in g  th a t  the s t o r y  e x p re sse s  
on ly  'w e a r in e s s ' and 'd i s g u s t ' ( t o  r e p e a t  S h e n to n 's  te r m s ) . The 
op in ion  o f  Remy de Gourmont, f o r  whom the n o u v e l le . w h ile  v e rg in g  
on a c a r ic a t u r a l  pessim ism , f i n a l l y  takes on a s o r t  o f  l y r i c a l  
v a lu e , seems a more co n v in c in g  a ssessm en t. (5 0 )  And in d e e d , i f  
one takes a cco u n t o f  the b i t t e r  comedy w hich a r is e s  from  the 
accu m u lation  o f  the h e r o 's  m isa d ven tu res , o r  the somewhat gro tesq u e  
humour o f  c e r t a in  e p iso d e s  (th e  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  the h id e o u s  Mme 
Chabanel, the r i s i b l e  scen e w ith  the p r o s t i t u t e ) ,  humour em phasised 
by the a u t h o r 's  s t y l i s t i c  r e s o u rc e s  (he d is ch a rg e s  a b a t te r y  o f  
synonyms f o r  w a tch es, f o r  exam ple, when K. F o la n t in , a r r iv in g  
l a t e ,  q u a r r e ls  w ith  h is  ch e f  de bureau) . then what one r e a l l y  
f in d s  on re a d in g  th is  t e x t  i6  an im p ress ion  o f  v e r v e ,  o f  p lea su re  
in  w r it in g  —  which i s  p r e c is e ly  the o p p o s it e  o f  d i s i l l u s i o n  or  
d is g u s t . A t the same tim e, the s t y l i s e d  b r e v it y  o f  the s t o r y ,  
the d e n s ity  and c o n t in u ity  o f  i t s  m etaph oric s t r u c t u r e ,  g iv e  i t  
a v ig ou r  and r ich n e s s  n o t  found in  En menage, a n o v e l  w hich 
a d m itted ly  a n t ic ip a te s  many o f  the themes o f  A vau—1 'e a u . but 
in  a very  d i lu t e d  fa s h io n . Thus i f  in  A v a u -1 'e a u  the re a d e r
d is co v e rs  a  q u e s tio n in g  and su b v e rs io n  o f  n a tu r a lis m , a t  the
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he d is c o v e r s  a c o n s e c r a t io n  o f  ' l i t e r a t u r e '  —  b u t o f  
e which s t i l l  rem ains v e ry  n a t u r a l i s t .
s ia l l y  M. F o la n tin  i s  in  a sen se  a m arginal f i g u r e .  Though
in s ig n i f i c a n t  u n it  in  the bu reau cra cy  o f  the s t a t e  and
Ly a member o f  the b o u r g e o is ie  (w hereas h is  fa t h e r  had been
Iceeper and h is  m other when widowed had worked as a s h o p -
it a n t ,  p p .1 2 - 1 3 ) ,  as a  p oor  b a c h e lo r  he seems to  be d o u b ly
m e lu d e d  from  the s a t i s f a c t i o n s  o f  h is  c l a s s .  (5 1 )  Hence h is
co n c lu s io n  th at ' l e  mieux n 'e x i s t e  pas pour l e s  gens sans l e  sou ;
s e u l ,  l e  p ir e  a r r i v e ' ( p . 8 5 ) .  H aving d ism issed  Mme C h aban el, he
-«does w ith ou t a se rv a n t, and th is  aga in  r e f l e c t s  h is  i n f e r i o r i t y ,
as a comment by G uira l and T h u i l l i e r  in  t h e ir  book on s e r v a n ts  in
n in e te e n th -ce n tu ry  France in d i c a t e s :
A v o ir  un ou des d om estiqu es a ssu re  un c e r t a in  c o n f o r t  
m ora l: c e la  donne exactem en t l a  mesure de l a  p la ce  dans 
l a  h ié r a r c h ie  s o c i a l e  e t  r a p p e l l e r a  t o u te -p u is s a n c e  de 
c e t t e  h ié r a r c h ie ;  on a q u e lq u 'u n  a commander e t  d o n t  l e  
d e v o ir  d 'é t a t  e s t  de vou s o b é ir  en t o u t . . .  ( 52 )
Such p o in ts  a llow  us to  e f f e c t  a t r a n s it io n  to  Un dilem m e, w r it t e n
a f t e r  A rebou rs in  the s p r in g  o f  1884, s e r i a l i s e d  in  the Revue
indépendante in  Septem ber and O ctob er  1884, and a p p ea rin g  as a
book in  1888 (though  d a ted  1 8 8 7 ) . The s t o r y  t o t a l l y  la c k s  the
l i t e r a r y  appeal and em otion a l reson a n ce  o f  A v a u -1 'e a u : b u t in  i t s
accou n t o f  the VLilemma' o f  the t i t l e ,  i t  appears to  d e a l w ith  some
o f  the s o c ia l  themes o f  s e x u a l e x p lo i t a t i o n ,  c la s s  d iv i s i o n  and
in ju s t i c e  more f u l l y  e x p lo r e d  in  n o v e ls  l ik e  K irb e a u 's  J ou rn a l
d 'une femme de chambre (1 9 0 0 ) ,  o r  V ic t o r  M a r g u e r it t e 's
P ro s t itu é e  (1 9 0 7 ).
A r i c h  young man, J u le s  Lam bois, d ie s  o f  typ h o id  in  P a r is ,
a pp aren tly  in t e s t a t e .  H is fa t h e r  and m aternal g ra n d fa th e r  M aître
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same time he d is c o v e r s  a c o n s e c r a t io n  o f  ' l i t e r a t u r e '  —  b u t  o f  
a l i t e r a t u r e  which s t i l l  rem ains very  n a t u r a l is t .
S o c ia l l y  N. F o la n tin  i s  in  a sense a m arginal f i g u r e .  Though
he i s  an i n s i g n i f i c a n t  u n it  in  the bureaucracy o f  the s t a t e  and
e v id e n t ly  a member o f  the b o u r g e o is ie  (whereas h is  fa th e r  had been
a shopkeeper and h is  mother when widowed had worked as a s h o p -
a s s is t a n t ,  p p . 1 2 - 1 3 )*  as a p o o r  b a c h e lo r  he seems t o  be d o u b ly
exclu ded  from  the s a t i s f a c t i o n s  o f  h is  c l a s s .  (51 ) Hence h is
co n c lu s io n  th a t ' l e  mieux n 'e x i s t e  pas pour l e s  gens sans l e  sou ;
s e u l ,  l e  p ir e  a r r i v e ' ( p .8 5 ) .  Having d ism issed  Mme C h aban el, he
does w ith ou t a s e rv a n t , and t h is  again  r e f l e c t s  h is  i n f e r i o r i t y ,
as a comment by G u ira l and T h u i l l i e r  in  th e ir  book on s e rv a n ts  in
n in e te e n th -ce n tu ry  France in d i c a t e s :
A vo ir  un ou des dom estiqu es a ssu re  un c e r t a in  c o n fo r t  
m ora l: c e la  donne exactem en t l a  mesure de l a  p la ce  dans 
l a  h ié r a r c h ie  s o c ia le  e t  r a p p e l l e r a  to u te -p u is s a n ce  de 
c e t t e  h ié r a r c h ie ;  on a q u e lq u 'u n  a commander e t  d on t l e  
d e v o ir  d 'é t a t  e s t  de v ou s  o b é ir  en t o u t . . .  (5 2 )
Such p o in ts  a llo w  us to  e f f e c t  a t r a n s it io n  to Un dilem m e, w r it te n
a f t e r  A reb ou rs  in  the s p r in g  o f  1884, s e r ia l i s e d  in  the Revue
indépendante in  Septem ber and O ctober 1884, and a p p ea rin g  as a
book in  1688 (th ough  dated 1 8 8 7 ) . The s to ry  t o t a l l y  la c k s  the
l i t e r a r y  appeal and em otion a l reson an ce  o f  A v a u -1 'e a u : b u t  in  i t s
account o f  the d ilem m a' o f  the t i t l e ,  i t  appears to  dea l w ith  some
o f  the s o c ia l  themes o f  s e x u a l e x p lo i t a t io n ,  c la s s  d iv i s i o n  and
in ju s t i c e  more f u l l y  e x p lo r e d  in  n o v e ls  l ik e  M irb ea u 's  J ou rn a l
d 'une femme de chambre (1 9 0 0 ) ,  o r  V ic t o r  K a r g u e r it t e 's
P ro s titu é e  (1 9 0 7 ).
A r i c h  young man, J u le s  Lam bois, d ie s  o f  typ h o id  in  P a r is ,  
apparen tly  i n t e s t a t e .  His f a t h e r  and m aternal g ra n d fa th e r  M aître
Le Fonsart stand to  i n h e r i t  5 0 ,0 0 0  f r a n c s  each  (o n e  r e c a l l s  th a t 
K. F o la n t in 's  annual s a la r y  was 3>000 f r a n c s ) .  But f i r s t  they 
have to  d is p o s e  o f  J u l e s 's  p regn a n t m is t r e s s  S o p h ie , w hich Me 
Le Ponsart does by p r e s e n t in g  h e r  w ith  the f o l l o w in g  'd ile m m a ': 
e i t h e r  she was J u l e s 's  m aid , in  w hich  ca se  she i s  e n t i t l e d  to  
th re e  w eeks' wages (33  fr a n c s  75 c e n t im e s ) ,  o r  she was h is  
m is t r e s s ,  in  which ca se  she g e t s  n o th in g  ( Ufa d ilem m e, p .1 8 1 ) .  (5 3 )  
D efeated  and a p p a re n tly  w ith o u t  means o f  l e g a l  r e d r e s s ,  Sophie 
d ie s  o f  a m is c a r r ia g e . When h er  f r i e n d  Mme Champagne w r ite s  to  
M. Lambois re q u e s t in g  money f o r  the fu n e r a l ,  Le P on sa rt to s s e s  
the l e t t e r  on the f i r e ,  w h ile  Lambois o b se rv e s  w ith  s e n te n tio u s  
v i l l a i n y  'C 'e s t  t r o i s  sous de tim bre q u 'e l l e  a b ie n  in u tile m e n t  
d é p e n se s ' ( p p .230- 3 1 ) .
As th is  summary s u g g e s t s ,  Huysmans' d e n u n c ia t io n  o f  the 
b o u rg e o is  i s  s tro n g  on m elodram a and weak on s u b t l e t y .  He h im se lf  
d e s c r ib e d  the s to r y  as 'u ne sim p le  h i s t o i r e ,  d e s t in é e  à tém oigner 
une f o i s  de p lu s  de l ' i n a l t é r a b l e  s a l e t é  de l a  c l a s s e  b o u r g e o i s e '. ( 5 4 )  
The appearance o f  the b o u r g e o is  as p re d a to ry  m on ster may seem to  
c la s h  s tra n g e ly  w ith  the p ic t u r e  in  A v a u - l 'e a u : b u t M ich e lin e  
T ison-B raun  in d ic a t e s  how th e se  are r e a l l y  two s id e s  o f  the 
same c o in :
Le b o u r g e o is , c ' e s t  à  l a  f o i s  l e  m a t é r ia l is t e  qui ne v i t  que 
pour son c o n fo r t  e t  que n 'an im e aucune i l l u s i o n  gén éreu se , 
e t  l a  v ic t im e  des ta bou s  s o c ia u x , tou r à t o u r  animal de p r o ie ,  
e x p lo it e u r  des pau vres e t  m éd iocre  c o n fo r m is t e .  (5 5 )
C r i t i c s  tend to  pass o v e r  Un dilemme h a s t i ly ;  in  some c a s e s , n o t
ju s t  because the s t o r y  i s  an in s u b s t a n t ia l  p i e c e ,  bu t because i t
seems to  cause o f f e n c e .  Thus B randreth  c a l l s  i t  'a  q u ite  d e p lo ra b le
l i t t l e  s t o r y ' and L id ge  i s  d r iv e n  to  s a y : ' I t  i s  d i f f i c u l t ,  even in
N atu ralism , to  go beyond t h i s  p o in t  o f  c r a s s n e s s . '  (5&) P» Cogny
sees  the s to r y  as a b la ck  comedy ( 'o n  e s t  p lu s  amuse q u 'é m u ') , ( 5 7 )  
and i t  does seem m ost a p p ro p r ia te  to  see  Un dilemme a s  a  co n te  
c ru e l o r  h is t o i r e  dés o b i i  «re an te w r it t e n  on n a t u r a l i s t  l i n e s ,  
though i t  u n fo r tu n a te ly  la c k s  most o f  the tre n ch a n t humour o f  
B lo y , the macabre in v e n t iv e n e s s  o f  V i l l i e r s  de l 'I s le -A d a m , o r  
the dram atic in t e n s i t y  o f  M aupassant.
The d isa p p rov a l o f  the two com m entators ju s t  quoted  i s  
perhaps due to  a c e r t a in  ta s t e le s s n e s s  in  Huysmans' humour.
In  the co n te x t  o f  h is  f i c t i o n  g e n e r a l ly ,  Un dilemme i s  in t e r e s t in g  
m ainly in  two ways: the f i r s t  r e la t e s  to  t h is  ra th e r  ponderous 
s a t i r e ,  the second to  the n a r r a t iv e  p e r s p e c t iv e  o f  the s t o r y .
Un dilemme i s  the o n ly  work o f  f i c t i o n  w r it t e n  a f t e r  Les Soeurs 
Vatard where there i s  no s t r o n g ly  d ev e lop ed  c e n tr a l  ch a r a c te r  
whose p e rs p e c t iv e  dom inates the a c t i o n .  In  an a u to b io g ra p h ica l  
e ssa y  w r itte n  the y e a r  a f t e r  Un dilemme in  1885 , Huysmans h im s e lf  
p o in ted  out the v i t a l ,  i f  ra th e r  r e p e t i t i v e ,  r o l e  p la yed  by th is  
a u th o r ia l 'a v a t a r ' in  h is  b e s t  f i c t i o n ,  a d m itt in g  h is  i n a b i l i t y  
to  c re a te  co n v in c in g  secon d ary  c h a r a c te r s .  (5 8 )  Thus he h im s e lf  
was aware o f  h is  l im it e d  s tre n g th s  when i t  came to  f i c t i o n a l  
in v e n t io n , and the absence o f  t h is  f ig u r e  who in  some sen se  i s  
an a u th o r ia l p r o je c t i o n  h e lp s  e x p la in  the w eakness o f  Un dilem m e. 
I n t e r e s t in g ly ,  how ever, a lth ou gh  the s t o r y  p o se s  as a d en u n c ia tio n  
o f  b ou rgeo is  meanness, p a r t i c u la r ly  in  the ch a r a c te r  o f  the 
a v a r ic io u s  Me Le P o n sa r t , in  f a c t  a c e r t a in  am bivalence cre e p s  
in .  At tim es, Le P on sart b eg in s  to  take on the r o l e  o f  the 
c e n tr a l h ero ; h is  b eh a v iou r a cq u ire s  a f a m i l ia r  a i r ;  and one 
d e te c ts  an alm ost s a d i s t i c  c o m p lic it y  w ith  him in  h is  treatm en t 
o f  the pregnant, l o w e r - c la s s  woman on the p a r t  o f  the b o u r g e o is , 
m isogyn ie au th or .
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The e x p o s i t io n  o f  the a c t io n  in  the f i r s t  two o f  the s ix  
ch a p ters  le a n s  somewhat la b o r io u s ly  on the t r a d i t i o n  o f  s a t i r i s i n g  
the p e tty  s e lf -a g g ra n d is e m e n t  o f  p r o v in c ia l  m e d io c r i t ie s  w e ll 
e s ta b lis h e d  by B a lza c  and S te n d h a l. The s e l f - r i g h t e o u s  com placency 
o f  Ne Le P on sart and M. Lambois i s  em phasised by the heavy iro n y
o f  the n a r r a to r ; n a t u r a l ly  they re v e re  the C ode. 'c e  monument de
j u s t i c e '  ( p .1 4 4 ) ,  w hich uph olds t h e ir  c la im  a g a in s t  the w retch ed
S op h ie . Though he i s  a la w y e r , Me Le P on sart i s  a ls o  a p o e t :
f o r  seven y e a rs  he h as-been  p u t t in g  Le B ou rg eo is  «gentilhomme 
in t o  v e r s e , ' l a  g a ie t é  de M o liè re  é ta n t  pour l u i  co m p ré h e n s ib le ' 
(p .1 5 0 ) .  The two c h a r a c t e r s ' v iew s on women, h ow ever , b r in g  them 
n earer to  more custom ary Huysmansian a t t i t u d e s .  S u p e r f i c i a l l y ,  
th e ir  o p in io n s  may appear both  fa tu o u s  and b a s e : we see M. L a m b o is 's  
'l è v r e s  g o u lu e s ' s la v e r in g  and Me Le P o n s a r t 's  ' o e i l  en é t a in ' 
sp a rk lin g  le c h e r o u s ly  as t h e ir  c o n v e rs a t io n  e x c i t e s  them (p .1 4 3 ) t  
and we le a rn  th a t :
E l le s  ne v a la ie n t  aux sen s de Me Le P on sart que b o u lo t t e s  
e t  c o u r te s  ( . . . ) .  M. Lambois ( . . . )  é t a i t  avan t t o u t  pour 
l a  d i s t i n c t i o n ,  ( p p .1 43 -4 4 )
I t  i s  o n ly  in  the s a t i s f a c t i o n  o f  h is  ca rn a l a p p e t it e s  
th at Le P on sart i s  prepared  to  abandon h is  a v a r ic e :  ' l a  bonne 
chère e t  l e s  f i l l e s '  are  in d is s o lu b ly  l in k e d  in  h is  mind ( p . 14 6 ) .  
L u st, m isogyny and g lu t to n y  form  a t r i o  f o r  t h i s  c h a r a c te r  which 
i s  d i f f e r e n t  from  the a t t it u d e  taken g e n e r a l ly  tow ards women and 
sex in  Huysmans' works o n ly  in  i t s  com parative  c r u d i t y ;  u n lik e  
M. F o la n t in , Me Le P on sart e n jo y s  a c e r t a in  v ig o u r  d e s p it e  h is  
advanced y e a r s .  H aving d in ed  c o p io u s ly ,  h is  mind turns to  
e r o t i c  th ou gh ts :
I l  s o n g e a it  au f e s t i n  de l a  c ro u p e , au d e s s e r t  de la  
bouch e, aux en trem ets des s e i n s . . .  (p .1 5 B )
1 5d
To be seen in  any s o r t  o f  p o s i t iv e  se n se  in  Buysnans' w orks, 
women have to  p ro v id e  s e r v ic e s  (d o m e s t ic  o r  s e x u a l)  f o r  mem 
the am iable h ou sek eep er-cu m -m istress  M e lie  can be co n tr a s te d  
w ith  the f r i g i d  and sh rew ish  Berthe i n  En menaget ' l a  maman 
C arh a ix ' w ith  the 'd i a b o l i c a l '  Mme C h an telou ve who r e fu s e s  to  
be su bord in ated  in  L à -b a s . I f  t h e 'g o o d ' women appear as m aternal 
f ig u r e s  ( ' l a  m a te rn e lle  com pagne' o f  th e  'Poème en p rose  des 
v ian d es c u it e s  au f o u r ' ) ,  i t  i s  in  a secon d a ry  s e n se : they do 
n o t bear c h i ld r e n , bu t su cco u r  t h e ir  husband or  l o v e r .  For 
Ke Le Ponsart in  Un dilem m e, l o w e r - c la s s  women seem -to  f a l l  
e x c lu s iv e ly  in t o  two s im ila r  c a t e g o r ie s :  serva n ts  o r  p r o s t i t u t e s  
(F o la n t in 's  e n cou n ters  are much the sa m e ). Thus f o r  Le P o n s a r t ,
Sphie can o n ly  be e i t h e r  an o b je c t  o f  sexu a l s a t i s fa c t i o n  
(d u r in g  h is  r e v e r ie  in  the r e s t a u r a n t , he b eg in s  im ag in in g  h er 
as 'une superbe d r& lesse  don t i l  d é t a i l l a  l e s  charmes dodus en 
f r i s s o n n a n t ',  p . 1 6 3 ) o r  a m a idservan t to  be d is m iss e d . Eer r e a l  
dilemma i s  n o t  the crude ultim atum  sh e  i s  g iv e n , but th a t she f i t s  
in t o  n e ith e r  o f  th e se  two c a t e g o r ie s :  s o c i a l l y ,  she i s  d é c la s s é e  
by v ir tu e  o f  her m oral c la im s to  J u l e s 's  e s t a t e ;  b i o l o g i c a l l y ,  
in  becom ing p regn a n t, she can no lo n g e r  a c t  as e i t h e r  m is tre s s  
or  s e rv a n t, and h a v in g  exceeded  h er fu n c t io n  has to  be d is p o s e d  
o f  —  Le P onsart pays h er o f f ,  Huysmans k i l l s  her o f f .
Ke Le P o n s a r t 's  h o s t i l i t y  tow ards Sophie i s  o f  cou rse  
co n s c io u s ly  m otiva ted  by the f in a n c ia l  th re a t  she p o se s ; in  
a d d it io n , d urin g  t h e i r  second  and f i n a l  in te rv ie w  he wants to  
avenge h im se lf on h er  f o r  the f a c t  t h a t  a p r o s t it u t e  has made a 
f o o l  o f  him —  a ga in  p u t t in g  a l l  women in  the same c a te g o r y . (5 9 )
But two o th er  exam ples in d ic a t e  a l e s s  co n s c io u s  h o s t i l i t y ,  w ith  
which the n a rra to r  seems in  c o v e r t  sym pathy. Both r e f l e c t  a r e f u s a l ,
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o r  ra th e r  d isp la ce m e n t, o f  the m aternal fu n c t io n  (a  d isp la cem en t
which re a ch e s  i t s  clim ax in  Euysmans' l a t e r  c u l t  o f  the V irg in
Mary, the im m aculate in t e r c e s s o r  f o r  a l l  m en). (6o) The f i r s t
i s  a b iz a r r e  fan ta sy  which Le P on sart e x p e r ie n ce s  on re a d in g  an
a d v ertisem en t in  La V ie p a r is ie n n e  f o r  ' l e  l a i t  K a m il la ':  h is
o b se s s iv e  v i s i o n  o f  ever expanding b r e a s ts  com bines sexu al
e x c item en t w ith  the most in f a n t i l e  form  o f  nourishm ent (p p .1 6 1 - 62 ) . ( 6 1 )
When, s e c o n d ly , he c o n fro n ts  S o p h ie , t h is  e r o t i c  p o t e n t ia l  i s
r a p id ly  d is p e l l e d  by the u n p le a s in g  r e a l i t y  o f  p regn an cy :
Pendant ce temps, l e  n o ta ir e  se  f a i s a i t  c e t t e  r e f l e x io n  
que c e s  p leu rs  ne l 'e m b e l l i s s a i e n t  p a s : ce  v e n tre  qui 
s a u t a it  dans l a  saccade des sa n g lo tB  l u i  p aru t même 
g r o te s q u e , (p .1 7 7 )
There i s  a  d e lib e r a te  dehum anising o f  the woman in  th is  s e n te n ce .
The s w o lle n  b e l ly  bouncing up and down i s  both  la u g h a b le  and 
m onstrous: by p re se n tin g  Sophie and l a t e r  h er f r ie n d  Mme 
Champagne as they appear to  the c r u e l  eye o f  the law yer (Mme 
Champagne, w ith  her 'o céa n iq u e  g o r g e ' ,  l o o k s ,  a p p r o p r ia te ly  
enough, l i k e  'une h aren gère ' ,  p .2 1 5 ) ,  Huysmans i s  a b le  to  
debase b o th  o f  them. Sophie and h e r  d e fe n d e r  Mme Champagne 
are d e fe a te d  by the inhum anity o f  men, the b o u r g e o is ie ,  and 
the law (Mme Champagne denounces a l l  th r e e , in  v a in ) .  Me 
Le P on sa rt ( t a c t l e s s ly  c a l le d  'M on sieu r P o n sa r t ' by Mme 
Champagne) re v e a ls  h im se lf indeed  t o  be the m aster in  terms 
o f  s e x , c l a s s  and l e g a l i t y .  Euysmans shows i n ju s t i c e  be in g  
done; f a r  from denouncing i t ,  he d em on stra tes  a s o r t  o f  grim 
com p lacen cy , e x p lo i t in g  the s i t u a t io n  he has c r e a te d  to  d is p la y  
a ra th e r  heavy-handed iro n y  and humour.
S o p h ie 's  attem pt to  charm Le P on sa rt w ith  her f in e r y  a t  
the f in a l  in te rv ie w , f o r  exam ple, p ro v e s  to  be a lam entable
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f a i l u r e  s
M alheureusem ent pour e l l e ,  c e t t e  b ea u té  e t  ce costume qui 
eussent^B ans doute a t te n d r i  l e  v i e i l l a r d ,  l a  v e i l l e ,  
l ' i r r i t è r e n t  ( . . . )  l a  tenue d é b r a i l l é e  de S o p h ie , qui 
l 'a v a i t  rép u gn é , lo rB  de sa  p rem ière  v i s i t e ,  é t a i t  l a  
s e u le  qui e û t  pu l 'a d o u c i r  a u jo u r d 'h u i ,  ( p . 2 1 5 )
T h is i r o n i e  r e v e r s a l  seems somewhat f a c t i t i o u s ,  n o t  to  say
m elod ra m a tic . Mme Champagne, m eanw hile, d u r in g  t h is  f a t e f u l
in t e r v ie w , i s  b a r e ly  a b le  to  u t t e r  a  w ord: th a t  v e r y  m orning
T i t i ,  the d og , has m istaken h er f r o n t  f a l s e  te e th  f o r  a bone
and devou red  them! Huysmans c l e a r l y  p r e f e r s  the r id ic u lo u s  to
the su b lim e ; but as such d e t a i l s  s u g g e s t ,  the s t o r y ,  w hatever i t s
grim  o r  g r a t in g  ton e - -  t y p ic a l  o f  a  c e r t a in  type o f  minor
n a t u r a l i s t  w r it in g ,  which d is p la y s  an unwholesome in s is t e n c e
on the m ediocre and the macabre —  (6 2 )  in  the f i n a l  a n a ly s is
r in g s  v e r y  h o llo w .
Huysmans' attem pts to  r e c a p tu r e  the co n v e n t io n a l n a tu r a li s ^ ia n n e r  
a f t e r  A v a u - l 'e a u  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  p rov e  to  be f a i l u r e s .  The n ov e l 
on the S iege  o f  P a r is ,  La Faim, w h ich  had p re o c cu p ie d  him s in ce  
the 1870s was n ever  com p leted . ( 6 3 ) He began a n oth er  n ove l 
c a l l e d  Le G r o s -C a illo u  (a  w o r k in g -c la s s  d i s t r i c t  o f  P a r is )  
e a r ly  in  1882, bu t abandoned t h is  p r o je c t  f o r  A r e b o u r s . ( 64)
Like Un dilemme. La R e tr a it e  de M onsieur B ougran. w r it te n  a f t e r  
A r e b o u r s , again  dem onstrates th a t  the n a tu ra lism  o f  the e a r ly  
works had been s p e n t ; th is  s t o r y  i s  a B ort o f  h y b r id  o f  A v a u -1 ' eau 
and A r e b o u r s . The id e a  o f  K. Bougran —  the r e t i r e d  c i v i l  se rv a n t 
who, t o  combat h is  s o l i t u d e ,  c r e a t e s  a r e p l i c a  o f  h is  o f f i c e  in  
h is  home and b eg in s  a t o t a l l y  f i c t i t i o u s  b u r e a u c r a t ic  e x is te n c e  ~  
was n o te d  in  the 'C a rn et v e r t '  around 1886 . Huysmans a c tu a lly  
produ ced  the s t o r y  f o r  a B r i t is h  jo u r n a l ,  the U n iversa l P ev iew .
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in  1888 , but when the e d i t o r  r e je c t e d  i t ,  he n ever a llo w e d  i t  to  
be p u b lish e d  e lse w h e re . ( 63 )
In  a r e c e n t  a r t i c l e ,  Anne-M arie B ija o u i-B a ro n  d is c o v e r s  a 
'c ru a u té  t e r r i b l e '  and 'u n e  t r è s  grande r i c h e s s e  s y m b o liq u e ' in  
M. B ougran. (6 6 )  But most re a d e rs  are u n l ik e ly  to  be con v in ced  
by th ese  c la im s ; one im agines th a t  Huysmans p ro b a b ly  su ppressed  
the s t o r y  because i t  shows a new M. F o la n t in  e s t a b l i s h in g  h is  own 
d e r is o r y  v e r s io n  o f  the 'th é b a ïd e  r a f f i n é e '  and s e t t i n g  to  work 
on a f u t i l e  task  in  the manner o f  Bouvard and P é c u ch e t . Though 
B ija o u i-B a ro n  c u r io u s ly  makes no r e fe r e n c e  to  the o b v io u s ly  
d e r iv a t iv e  n ature  o f  the s t o r y ,  m ain ly from  Huysmans' own work 
but a ls o  from  F la u b e r t 's  n o v e l ( 67 ) - -  perhaps b eca u se  such 
ech oes su g g est a p ov erty  r a th e r  than a 'r i c h e s s e '  o f  im ag in ation  - -  
on t h e . o th e r  hand, she p o in ts  o u t th a t  the s to r y  d o e s  in  a sen se , 
w hatever i t s  parody in g  t o n e , r e v e a l  a n o s t a lg ia  f o r  the b u re a u cra tic  
e x is te n c e  on the p a rt o f  the a u th o r : the 'M in is tè r e  de l 'I n t é r i e u r '  
p ro v id e s  an a p p ro p r ia te  pun f o r  a w r it e r  p re o c cu p ie d  by the search  
f o r  a haven, an i n t é r i e u r . (6 8 )
W hile M. F o la n tin  f in d s  h is  o f f i c e  a d e s o la t e ,  unrew arding 
p la c e , where prom otion  i s  ga in ed  by in t r ig u e  r a th e r  than in d u s try , 
and h is  work i s  sim ply a la b o r io u s  r i t u a l ,  f o r  M. Bougran th is  
en v iron n en t becomes 'c e t t e  coque qu i l 'a v a i t ,  pendant des années, 
c o u v e r t ' ( H. Bougran. p .40 ) .  In  one sen se  th is  may be because 
Bougran has a tta in e d  the numbing va ca n cy  seen  by F o la n t in  as the 
on ly  's o l u t i o n '  a t  the end o f  A v a u -1 'e a u : he i s  e n t i r e l y  a fu n c t io n  
o f  the b u re a u cra t ic  m ach ine. But in  a n oth er  s e n s e , one r e c a l l s  
that M. Bougran fo l lo w s  the d e c o r a t iv e  c o n c e it s  o f  A re b o u rs : 
ju s t  as form  predom inates o v e r  co n te n t  f o r  deB E s s e in te s  —  
im ag in ation  su p p la n tin g  ' l a  v u lg a ir e  r é a l i t é  des f a i t s '  —
bo M. Bougran i s  fa s c in a t e d  by the r i t u a l i s m , the e la b o r a te  form s 
o f  a d m in is tra t iv e  p roced u re  and la n g u a g e . The nuances o f  bureau­
c r a t i c  language are d e s c r ib e d  in  some d e t a i l  (m odes o f  a d d r e s s , 
synonyms, and o f  cou rse  th e  B yzantine co m p le x ity  o f  ' l e s  s a lu t a t io n s  
de f in s  de l e t t r e s ' ) . ( 69)  M. Bougran i s  a 'p ia n i s t e  de b u r e a u ',  
a s k i l f u l  m an ipu lator o f  'c e  d é l i c a t  c l a v i e r '  ( p .3 7 ,  p .3 8 ) ;  b u t 
th ese s k i l l s  are van ish in g :*  't o u t  se d é l i t a i t ,  t o u t  s 'e f f o n d r a i t  
depu is des a n s ' ( p .3 8 ) .  Des E s s e in t e s 's  i n t e r i o r  d e c o r a t io n  in  
the f i r s t  ch a p te r  o f  A re b o u rs  i s  re p e a te d  when Bougran s e t s  ou t 
to  im ita te  the appearance o f  h is  o f f i c e  w ith  'u n  inf&me p a p ie r  
co u le u r  de c h ic o r é e  au l a i t '  f o r  the w a lls  ( p . 50 ) ,  the r e q u is i t e  
fu r n itu r e , r e fe r e n c e  b ook s  and so  on . E m broiled  in  h is  p a p e rs , 
Bougran w ith  h is  p r iv a te  o b s e s s io n  m ight be seen  as a parody  o f  
any form o f  w r it in g  o r  l i t e r a r y  a c t i v i t y  —  o r  a t  l e a s t  as a 
warning o f  the a b su rd ity  th re a te n in g  th ose  who p r e fe r  form  to  
co n te n t .
But the h o llow n ess  o f  B ou gran 's  p r o je c t  i s  soon  e x p o s e d .
The f u t i l i t y  o f  h is  a c t i v i t y  (and by im p l ic a t io n  o f  b u r e a u c r a t ic  
a c t i v i t y  g e n e r a l ly )  i s  r e v e a le d  from  the b e g in n in g . H is n o s t a lg ia  
i s  shown to  be i l l u s o r y :
tou t 1 'e n v e rs  de c e t t e  e x is t e n c e  de c u l - d e - j a t t e  
s 'é t a i t  é v a n o u i . . .  (p .4 7 )
The fu n c t io n a ry  i s  a ' c u l - d e - j a t t e ' ,  im m ob ilised  behind h is  d esk ,
para lysed  and unmanned by  the b u r e a u c r a t ic  m achine. W andering in
the Luxembourg ga rd en s, Bougran con tem p la tes  'c e t t e  fa u sse
campagne' ( p .4 4 ) ,  and, in  a bravura p a ssa g e , n o t i c e s  the m onstrous
't o r t u r e s ' which the ga rd en ers  have i n f l i c t e d  on the f r u i t  t r e e s .
But he le a v e s , the n a r r a to r  s t e r n ly  add s,
sans même s 'ê t r e  aperçu  que c e t t e  c h ir u r g ie  p ota g ère  
p r é s e n ta it  l e  p lu s  p a r fa i t  sym bole, a vec  l 'a d m in is t r a t io n  
t e l l e  q u ' i l  l 'a v a i t  p ra tiq u é e  pendant des a n s . ( p .4 5 )
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F in a l ly ,  Bougran i s  unable to  s u s ta in  h is  own i l l u s i o n :  p h y s ica l  
c o l la p s e  ensues —
I 1  se v o y a it  r u in é , ca d u c , é c r a s é  par c e t  fige de cin qu a n te  
ans q u ' i l  s u p p o r ta it  s i  a llè g re m e n t , ta n t q u ' i l  t r a v a i l l a i t  
dans un v r a i  bureau ( p .5 5 )
- -  and i s  fo l lo w e d , s h o r t ly  a fte r w a r d s , by h is  d ea th .
The a n ecd ota l r ic h n e s s  and t e c h n ic a l  m astery which a llow ed  
Maupassant to  produce hundreds o f  s h o r t  s t o r i e s  are q u a l i t i e s  
la c k in g  in  Huysmans. Of h is  f o u r  s h o r t  p ie c e s  o f  f i c t i o n  (and 
th is  sm all number i t s e l f  i s  o b v io u s ly  s i g n i f i c a n t ) ,  o n ly  one i s  
a work o f  su b sta n ce , com ing a t  a tu rn in g  p o in t  in  h is  l i t e r a r y  
c a re e r  and h is  p r a c t ic e  o f  n a tu r a lis m . Be seems unable t o  w r ite  
s u c c e s s fu l ly  w ith ou t a s tro n g  p e rso n a l p r o j e c t i o n ,  which presum ably 
r e f l e c t s  an a f f e c t i v e  (r a th e r  than an a u t o b io g r a p h ic a l)  commitment 
to  a ch a ra cte r  and h is  s i t u a t io n .  T h e o r is t s  o f  the s h o r t  s to r y  
tend to  emphasise s t r u c tu r a l  q u a l i t i e s  —  a c t io n  f ir m ly  d ir e c t e d  
towards a f o r c e fu l  c o n c lu s io n  —  a t  the expen se  o f  ch a r a c te r  o r  
em otion a l dep th . (7 0 )  A lthough  A v a u -1 'e a u  makes i t s  p o in t  
ra th e r  more tre n ch a n tly  than En ménage. a t  the c o n c lu s io n  the 
hero i s  d e l ib e r a t e ly  l e f t  in  su sp en s ion  (a s  w i l l  be des E ss e in te s  
and D u r ta l) ,  one c y c le  o f  e x p e c t a t io n  and f r u s t r a t io n  h a v in g  been 
com pleted ; but in  a s e n se , the w hole s t o r y  makes the p o in t  th a t 
f o r  Euysmans th ere  i s  no p r o g r e s s io n  tow ards a c o n c lu s io n , on ly  
an e te r n a l o s c i l l a t i o n  'e n t r e  l a  d o u le u r  e t  l 'e n n u i '  ( A v a u - l 'e a u , p .8 5 )  
W hile the hero o f  Sac au dos i s  f i n a l l y  c o n te n t  sim ply t o  be able  
to  perform  h is  more h u m ilia t in g  b o d i ly  fu n c t io n s  in  s e c u r i t y ,  in  
A v a u -1 'e a u  the o n ly  s o lu t io n  i s  e x t in c t i o n  o f  co n s c io u s n e s s , 
w h ile  in  On dilemme and li. Bougran i t  i s  d e a th .
C h r o n o lo g ic a l ly , Un dilemme and K. Bougran take us to  the 
o th er  s id e  o f  A r e b o u r s , but i f  they r e v e a l  the co n t in u a tio n  o f
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a con v e n tio n a l n a t u r a l is t  gen re ( s u b je c t s  from  contem porary l i f e  
observed  w ith  a c e r ta in  s a r d o n ic  humour, w hich h a l f  c o n c e a ls  a 
p e rv a s iv e  awareness o f  m e d io c r ity  and d e g r a d a t io n ) ,  b oth  in  m atter 
and manner th ey  a ls o  c l e a r ly  dem onstrate the tr u th  o f  Buysmans' 
o b se rv a t io n  in  the p re fa ce  to  A reh ou rs th a t  by 1884 the in s p ir a t io n  
o f  n atu ra lism  as he p e rc e iv e d  i t  was v i r t u a l l y  ex h a u ste d . What 
re p la ce d  th is  form  o f  w r it in g ,  o f  which A v a u -1 'e a u  i s  a rgu a b ly  
Buysmans' g r e a t e s t  a ch ievem en t, i s  the s u b je c t  o f  the n e x t ch a p te r .
* * * * * *
CHAPTER FOTO
A REBOURS« AGAINST NATURALISM
M eillonas 2 a v r i l  (1965 )
A chevé A R e b o u rs . Aucun l i v r e  ne m 'a  d avantage m arqué.
M eillonas 7 e t  8 j u i l l e t  (1964)
L ' e n n u i,
pour moi l e  moine a v o u a b le  d e s s e n t im e n t s ,
l ' a u t r e  jo u r ,  Je a n  P r a t ,  se  prom enant avec^m oi dans M e il lo n a s :  
— Combien d 'a n n é e s  p e n s e s -t u  a v o ir  e n c o re  a  v i v r e ?  d ix ?  v i n g t ?  
— Ce n 'e s t  p as l e  nom bre, c ' e s t  de m e ttre  f i n  a v a n t  que j e  ne  
m 'in t é r e s s e  p lu s  à  r i e n ,  que j e  ne d é s ir e  p lu s  r i e n ,  que j e  
m 'e n n u ie .
— 1 1  t ' a r r i v e  de t 'e n n u y e r ?
J ' a i  n i é .
J e  m 'é t a is  endorm i v e r s  onze h e u re s  a v e c  l e s  s o p o r if iq u e s  
h a b it u e l s .  Je  me s u i s  r é v e i l l é .  I l  n ' é t a i t  que m in u it  
d i x .  J ' a i  c r ié «  m erde! ce que j e  m 'e n n u ie !
Le p ir e  c ' e s t  quand i l  a r r i v e  à  q u a t r e  h e u re s de l ' a p r è s - m i d i  
(l'^h e u re  où commence v ra im e n t l e  p l a i s i r  de t r a v a i l l e r - ,  ^quand  
j ' é c r i s )  de se  d ir e s  q u 'e s t -o e  que j e  v a i s  f a i r e  ju s q u 'à  7 
h e u re s ( l 'h e u r e  du p re m ie r w h is k y ) .
(H o g e r V a i l l a n d ,  f i c r l t s  in t im e s .  19 6 8 )
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A r e t o u r «  r e p r e s e n t s  the f i r s t  o f s e r e r a l  a tte m p ts  by
Buysm ans a t  an e a a n o ip a t io n  from  th e c o n s t r a in t s  o f  n a t u r a lis m
in  h is  f i c t i o n a l  output» and i s  the f i r s t  o f  three works which
r e f u s e  t o  d e fe r  to the c o n v e n t io n a l s t r u c t u r e  o f  th e  n a t u r a l i s t
n o v e l. In  Là-bas (1891 ) the r e je o t io n  o f  naturalism  i s  e x p l i c i t l y
s t a t e d  i n  the f i r s t  ch a p te r»  w here a  w id e r a e s t h e t ic  i s  proposed
i n  i t s  p la c e t  the r e s t  o f the book i s »  i n  a  se n se » devo ted to  an
e x p lo r a t io n  o f t h i s  argum ent. I n  th e  p re v io u s  n o v e l En ra d e ( 1 8 8 7 )
a  s a t i r i c a l  a c co u n t o f p e a s a n t l i f e  (w h ich  i n v i t e s  co m p ariso n  w ith
Z o l a 's  n o v e l L a  T e r r e , p u b lis h e d  i n  the same y e a r )  c o n t r a s t s
s t r a n g e ly  w ith  a  s s r i e s  o f l u r i d  d ream s, an expanded v e r s io n  o f
the n ig h tm a re  re co u n te d  i n  c h a p t e r  e ig h t  o f A r e b o u r s » a g a in  th e
n a t u r a l i s t  view  o f  the n o v e l i s  b e in g  p la c e d  i n  a  w id e r c o n t e x t .
Thus A re b o u rs  can be seen a s th e  i n i t i a l  phase o f  a  t h r e e -p a r t
e x p a n s io n is t  movesient i n  Buysmans* w ork.
I n  the p re fa c e  w r it t e n  tw e n ty  y e a r s  a f t e r  A r e b o u r s . Huysmans
p r e s e n t s  the n o v e l a s a  com plete r u p t u re  w ith  h i s  e a r l i e r  w orks
(A r e b o u r s , p . x x i i ) ,  a lth o u g h  h i s  o r i g i n a l  in t e n t io n  had s im p ly
been t o  w rite  a  pendant to  A v a u - 1  'e a u  s e t  i n  a  more a r i s t o c r a t i c
m il ie u  ( p . x i ) .  R e t r o s p e c t iv e ly ,  how ever, he d e f in e s  h i s  in t e n t io n
i n  A re b o u r s  as b e in g  f a r  more r a d i c a l ,
de se cou er l e s  p r é ju g e s , de b r i s e r  l e s  l i m i t e s  du rom an, 
d ' y  f a ir e  e n t r e r  l ' a r t ,  l a  s c ie n o e , l ' h i s t o i r e ,  de ne p lu s  
s e  s e r v i r ,  en un mot, de o e tte  forme que comme d 'u n  c a d re  
p o u r y in s é r e r  de p lu s  s é r ie u x  t r a v a u x , ( p . x x i i i )
C e r t a in l y  Huysmans i s  r i g h t  to  p o in t  to  the u n c o n v e n tio n a l a t t i t u d e s
and e n c y c lo p e d ic  d e s ig n s  w hich c h a r a c t e r is e  h i s  n o v e ls  but he doee
n o t s o  much overthrow  o r  r e j e c t  the n a t u r a l i s t  model a s  expand o r
e x p lo d e  i t .  The themes and te c h n iq u e s  o f  p r e v io u s  w orks a re
encom passed w it h in  a  w id e r and f a r  more a m b it io u s  p r o je c t .  P e rh a p s
the n e t  r e e u l t  i e  to  produee a  t o t a l l y  new f o r a  o f  f i o t i o n i  th e  
a l a  o f  t h le  c h a p t e r  l e  t o  p u rsu e th e  argum ent a b o u t th e  developm ent 
o f Huyemane• f i c t i o n  th ro u g h  a  d ia e u s a io n  o f  A re h o u r a  and a t  th e  
aaae t in e  to  t r y  to  a n a ly a o  and do J u s t i c e  to  the la p r e a a iT e  r ic h n e s s  
and d e n s it y  o f  t h i s  w o rk . An a t t e a p t  to  d is c o v e r  j u s t  w hat s o r t  
o f t r a n s i t i o n  i s  e f f o o t e d  i n  the n o v e l ( and how B u y s a a n s  both  
' i n t é r i o r i s é s '  and exp ands the shape o f  h i s  p r e v io u s  f i c t i o n ,  
w i l l  ru n  p a r a l l e l  to  a  constant a r y  on A r e b o u r s ,  w h leh  i n  o r d e r  to  
a c h ie v e  a  r e a s o n a b le  d eg ree o f  ooherenoe and r e a d a b i l i t y  w i l l  be 
c e n t r e d  on th re e  t o p ic a l  the h e r o , d e s  E s s e i n t e s ;  th e  n e ssa g e  o r  
p h ilo s o p h y  o f  A r e b o u r s : the s t r u c t u r e  o f  th e b o o k .
W h ile  one o f  the m ajo r a c h ie v e m e n ts  o f  the n a t u r a l i s t  n o v e l  
l i e s  i n  i t s  r e n d e r in g  o f  the te x t u r e  o f  e x t e r n a l r e a l i t y ,  i n  A r e b o u r s  
th e o b je c t s  and phenomena o f the w o r ld  o u t s id e  th e  s e l f  succum b to  
a  s o l i p s i s t i c  p r o c e s s .  H ot o n ly  d o s s  the h e ro  r e t r e a t  from  human 
s o c ie t y  in t o  h i s  'T h e b a id ' a t  H o n te n a y -a u x -B o s e s  an d  s t r i v e  f o r  
co m p lete  c o n t r o l o f h i s  e n viro n m e n t and th e c o n d it io n s  o f  h i s  
e x is t e n c e ,  b u t th e w o r ld  the t e x t  I t s e l f  p r e s e n t s  i s  c h a n n e lle d  
a lm o s t e x c l u s i v e l y  th ro u g h  the f i l t e r  o f  th e  e h a r a o t e r  d es E s s e i n t e s ,  
i n  th e a c c o u n t o f  h i s  p la n s ,  i n t e n t io n s ,  p r e f e r e n c e s ,  m em ories, 
r e v e r ie s  and so  o n . I n  the v ie w  o f  Bemy de G ourm ont, t h i s  p ro ce d u re  
r e p r e s e n t s  a  r e v e r s a l  o f  n a t u r a l is m .  I n  the l i t e r a t u r e  'c o n s e c r a t e d '  
by A re b o u rs
I l  ne s ' a g i s s a i t  p lu s  t a n t  de f a i r e  e n t r e r  d a n s l ' A r t ,  p a r  
l a  r e p r é s e n t a t io n ,  l ' e x t é r io r i t é  b r u t e ,  que de t i r e r  de c e t t e  
e x t é r i o r i t é  mime des m o t if s  de r t v e  e t  de s u r é lé v a t io n  
i n t é r i e u r e .  ( 1 )
S i m i l a r l y ,  M. Baim ond i n  L a  C r is e  du roman opp o ses th e su p p o se d ly  
n a iv e  f a i t h  i n  the r e a l  o f  n a t u r a l is m  ( s p r in g in g  from  the b e l i e f
th a t  a l l  s o c ie t y  c o u ld  be c o p ie d  and ao n o v e ls  made,  a n d  from  an 
aooaptanoe o f  th e e f f i o a c y  o f  human m o tio n ) to  ' 1 ' e s p r i t  f i n  da 
s i è c l e 1 w h ich  h a t e s  i t s  a g e, i s  m o r b id ly  o b se sse d  w ith  th e  a e l f t 
and s u f f e r s  from  'u n s  i m p o s s i b i l i t é  d 'a ss u m e r l e  r é e l ' .  ( 2 )
S u t  i n  a c t u a l  f a o t  a  work l i k e  A v a u - l ' e a u  a lr e a d y  shows 
t h a t  n a t u r a l is m ' s  e o n o e p tio n  o f  th e r e a l  i s  f a r  more am b ig uo ust  
the s u b sta n c e  o f  the w o rld  seems h o s t i l e ,  c o r r u p t  and i n d i g e s t i b l e !  
the h ero  s t r u g g le s  i n  v a i n  to  come to  term s w ith  th e  b i o l o g i c a l  
p ro c e s s e s  w h ich  d e te rm in e  e x is t e n c e !  a t  th e  same t im e , th e  a tte m p t  
to  'photog raph* r e a l i t y  i n  l i t e r a r y  term s p ro d u ces a  ty p e  o f  
w r it in g  w h ich  f a r  from  b e in g  't r a n s p a r e n t '  i s  o fte n  h i g h l y  baroque  
and s t y l i s e d .  I n  o t h e r  w ord s, th e p o l a r is a t io n  o f  d i f f e r e n t  
te n d e n c ie s  s u g g e s ts  ch a n g e s o f  p o s it io n  w hich  may be c o n v e n ie n t ly  
a b ru p t b u t w hich  r e a l l y  f a i l  to  a c c o u n t f o r  th e t r a n s f o r m a t io n  
w hich ta k e s  p la c e  i n  Huysm ans' w orks i n  the 1 8 8 0 s .
As some r e c e n t  com m entators on tu r n —o f -t h e —c e n t u r y  F re n c h  
l i t e r a t u r e  p o in t  o u t ,  g e n e r a l is in g  l a b e l s  l i k e  n a t u r a l is m ,  
sym bolism  o r decadenoe m e re ly  g iv e  an im p r e c is e  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  
te n d e n c ie s  w h ich  c o e x is t  and o v e r la p  i n  s p e c i f i c  w o r k s . ( 3 )
A g la n c e  a t  Z o l a ' s  L a  C u r é e . P a u l A le x is *  Madame M e u r io t . Je a n  
L o r r a in ' s  M o n sie u r de P h o c a s . o r a lm o st any n o v e l by O c ta v e  M irb ea u ,  
w i l l  r e v e a l t h a t  the s t u d y  o f  eontem porary s o c ie t y  an d  m anners can  
be combined w ith  more 'd e c a d e n t ' m o t if s  (p e r v e r t e d  s e x u a l i t y ,  the 
m acabre, the extrem es o f  e x p e r ie n c e s ) , o r  v io e  v e r s a .  I n  A r e b o u r s , 
the q u e s t f o r  p e r s o n a l f u l f i l m s n t  th rou g h  v a r io u s  fo rm s o f  e x c e s s  
o b v io u s ly  d is lo d g e s  s o c i a l  re p o rta g e  from  the c e n t r e  o f  the n o v e l.
To quote Baimond a g a in ,  ' l e  roman de l a  q u tte  i n t e l l e c t u e l l e  
r e m p la ç a it  l e  roman de l 'e n q u t t e  s o c i a l e ’ . ( 4 )  N e v e r t h e le s s ,  
d e s p it e  h is  i s o l a t i o n  from  modern s o c ie t y  o r n a t u r e ,  d e s  E s s e in t e s
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i s  fo rc e d  to  eome to  term s w ith  tootht h i s  r e t r e a t  i s  m e re ly  
a p p a r e n t , and i n  a  way th e  book c o n t a in s  a s  much s e r io n s  r e f le x io n  
on s o c ie t y  a s  an y f i c t i o n a l i s e d  ' p r o e e s - v e r b a l ' .
I n  h i s  'D is c u s s io n  s u r  l e  n a t u r a lis m e  f r a n ç a i s ' ,  H .A . E a t s f e l d  
o u t l in e s  the p r im it iv e  a s p e c t s  o f  t h i s  typ e  o f  w r i t i n g ,  i t s  
o b s e s s io n  w ith  b i r t h ,  d e a t h  and s e x u a l i t y ,  an o b s e s s io n  w h ich  te n d s  
to  be e x p re s s e d  i n  p a t h o l o g ic a l ,  r a t h e r  th a n  m oral o r  m y t h ic , te rm s .
He a d d s i
I l  f a u t  re m arq u er c e p e n d a n t, que l a  p ré o c c u p a tio n  s c ie n t i f i q u e  
n ' e s t  q u 'à  l a  s u p e r f i c i e  du n a t u r a l is m e . D ans l e  s u b c o n s c ie n t ,  
i l  y  a  l ' o b s e s s io n  de l a  f a t a l i t é  de l a  m a la d ie . C e la  p e u t  
t t r e  p ro uvé p a r l e  g ra n d  m étaphorism e m a l a d if .  ( 5 )
S ic k n e s s ,  d is in t e g r a t io n  and d e ca y  seem to  be an in h e r e n t  p a r t  o f
the n a t u r a l i s t  v i s i o n  ( H a t x f e ld  c i t e s  th e  c ru m b lin g  c h â te a u  i n
En ra d e  a s an example o f  t h i s  m e t a p h o r ic a l p r o c e s s ) .  A p p r o p r ia t e ly
enough, su ch  b i o l o g i c a l  them es p la y  an im p o rta n t  p a r t  i n  A r e b o u r s .
On th e one h a n d , the s t r u g g le  to  c o n t r o l  o r  r e s i s t  the en viro n m en t
( e x t e r n a l n a t u r e )  i s  d e v e lo p e d  much more f u l l y  th a n  i n  p r e v io u s
w o rks; w h ile  a t  the same tim e d es E s s e in t e s  i s  sap ped  from  w it h in
by the a t t a c k  o f  t h a t  m y s t e r io u s  f o r c e  c a l l e d  ' l a  n é v r o s e ',  w h ich
com bines h e r e d it y  and m i l i e u ,  p h y s io lo g io a l  and m o ral e le m e n ts i n
i t s  in g r e d ie n t s .  F u rth e r m o re , th e h o r r i f i o  a p p e a ra n ce  o f  the Pox
i n  the n ig h tm are  i n  c h a p t e r  e ig h t  seems to  r e a f f ir m  the vie w  t h a t
h um an ity  i s  f a t a l l y  t a in t e d  a t  th e  v e r y  h e a r t  o f  i t s  b io l o g ic a l
s o u r c e s .
l e t  so  many a s p e c t s  o f  A re b o u rs  seem t o t a l l y  a l i e n  to  
n a t u r a l is m , w hether one ta k e s  L e s  S o e u rs  Y a t a r d .  L ’ Assom m oir, o r  
L 'E d u c a t io n  se n tim e n ta le  a s  m odels o f  th e  g e n r e . A l l  o f  d es E s s e i n t e s '  
p r e o c c u p a t io n s , m o r a l, s o o i a l ,  a e s t h e t i c ,  o r s a d i s t i c ,  do in d e e d  
■ se n  to b u r s t  o u t o f th e  l i m i t s  o f  the g e n r e , to  r e t u r n  to  a
b ro ad e r t r a d i t i o n .  A s Maro F u m a ro li p u ts  i t ,  between A v a u - l ' e a u  
and A re h o u rs  vo b o t o  'do l a  o o a td io  p ic a ro s q u o  " n a t u r a l l a t o " ,  an d r ano 
h é ro l-o o m iq u e  " r o n a n t iq u e " ' ,  ( 6 )  p a r t i c u l a r l y  i f  wo r o o a l l  B au d e - 
l a i r e ' s  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  r o n a n t io la n  i n  the 'S a lo n  do 18 4 6 ' a s  ' a r t  
■ o d o rn o , o ' o a t - à - d i r o  i n t i m i t é ,  s p i r i t u a l i t o ,  c o u le u r , a s p ir a t io n  
T o r s  1 ' i n f i n i ,  e x p rim e e s p a r to u s l e s  a o y e n s quo c o n tlo n n o n t l e s  
a r t s ' .  ( 7 )  C o n d u cted  on g e n e ra l l i n o s  l i k e  t h i s ,  h o w ever, the  
argum ent ab o u t w h eth er Euysm ans r e j e c t s ,  c o n t in u e s ,  o r  expands  
the n a t u r a l i s t  n o v e l whose c o n v e n tio n s  he had p r e v io u s ly  fo llo w e d ,  
ru n s  the r i s k  o f  s i n p l y  g o in g  ro u n d  i n  c i r c l e s ;  i t  i s  a lr e a d y  c l e a r  
t h a t  sono a s p e c ts  o f  A re h o u rs  se e n  ro o te d  i n  the n a t u r a l i s t  v i s i o n ,  
w h ile  o th e r s  le a v e  i t  b e h in d . Does t h i s  le a d  to  a  d is c o n t in u it y  
i n  the n o v e l i t s e l f ?  Bow f a r  do the c h a r a c t e r  des E s s o in t e e ,  the  
message and s t r u c t u r e  o f  the n o v e l r e p r e s e n t  a  r a d i c a l  in n o v a t io n  
i n  Huysm ans' f i c t i o n a l  w orld  and n a t u r a l i s t  f i c t i o n ?  The r e s t  o f  
t h i s  c h a p te r  w i l l  t r y  to  d is c u s s  th e s e  q u e s t io n s  more s p e c i f i c a l l y .
Des E sso in te s , 'c e  f l o t t a n t  persomi age ( . . . ) ,  Chrétien  e t  
ped erasts, im puissant e t  c r e d u le '.  Thus Euysmans d e scr ib e s  h is  
a r is t o c r a t ic  hero in  an a p o lo g e t ic  l e t t e r  to  Zola  o f  25 May 1864. (8 )  
This strange com bination o f  a t tr ib u te s  —  the ch aracter  i s  both 
a C hristian  and a credulous u n b e lie v e r , a debauchee and im potent —  
su ggests, qu ite  in te n t io n a lly  perhaps, the a ir  o f  m y s t ifio a t io n  
and outrageousness which A rebouro exudes. The a u th o r 's  attempt 
to  ex p la in , or  e x p la in  away, h is  novel to  Z ola  i s  i t s e l f  a p iece  
o f  d ip lom atic d u p l io i t y ,  adding to  the co n fu s io n . I f  we b e liev e  
what he says, Buys mans i s  as perverse a crea tu re  as des B sse in tes , 
f o r  he maintains (apropos o f  the d is cu s s io n  o f  l i t e r a t u r e  in  the 
n ov e l)<
j ' a i  j e  té  à  l ' e a u  mes id é e s  p e r e o n n e lle s  e t  a i  ex p rim é dee 
id é e s  d ia m é tra le m e n t opposées aux m iennes q u ' i l  ne p o u rra  
▼ e n i r  à  p erso n n e l ' i d é e  de m 'a t t r ib u e r ,  p u is q u e  j ' a i  é c r i t  
to u t  l e  c o n t r a ir e  dans ^ ' A r t  M oderne.  J ' a i  d é o la r é  q u ' i l  
p r é f é r a it  l a  T e n t a t io n  à  1  ff iu ç ftt^ Q n , l a  F a u s t i n  à  G o r m ln ie . 
l a  Fa u te  de l ' a b b e  M ouret a  i  -  Ç a  e ' e s t  c l a i r  -
e t  o e tte  a n t ip o d e  a b s o lu e  de mes p r é f é r e n c e s  m 'a  p e rm is  
d 'é m e ttre  d e s id é e s  v ra im e n t m alad es e t  de o é lé b r e r  l a  
g l o ir e  de M a lla rm é  oe q u i m 'a sem blé t t r e  d 'u n e  a s s e z  
a f f a b le  b la g u e  I ( 9 )
However s p u r io u s  t h i s  d e n ia l  may be ( i n  a  l e t t e r  to  P a u l B o u rg e t  
about L ' A r t  m oderne,  p u b lis h e d  th e y e a r  b e fo re  A r e b o u r s  i n  1 8 8 3 ,
Huybmans c a t e g o r i c a l l y  r e je c t s  Z o l a ' s  id e a s  and h i s  b ra n d  o f  
n a t u r a l is m ) ,  ( 1 0 )  w hat i s  s i g n i f i c a n t  i n  th e s e  re m a rk s i s  the  
a u t h o r 's  d e s ir e  to  d is s o c ia t e  h im s e lf  e n t i r e l y  fro m  h i s  c h a r a c t e r !  
f o r  Huysm ans, des E s s e in t e s  i s  b o th  p e r v e r s e  o r  e ve n  g ro te sq u e  
( 'c h r é t ie n  e t  p é d é r a s t e ') ,  and a ls o  u n s t a b le  and d if f u s e  ( ' f l o t t a n t ' ) .  
I n  f a c t  the whole book s u f f e r s  from  a  c e r t a in  in c o h e r e n c e , he s a y s s  
' C ' é t a i t  tro p  com plexe e t  tr o p  d i f f u s ,  p a r  l a  donnée m im e '. ( 1 1 )
A t the same t im e , how ever, be a d m its  t h a t  d es E s s e in t e s  h a s  been  
a  v e h ic le  f o r  e x p r e s s in g  c e r t a in  id e a s  —  even  i f  th e s e  id e a s  a r e  
c r a c y ,  m ere ly  a  ' j o k e ' ,  su p p o se d ly  q u it e  the o p p o s it e  o f  h i s  
p e rs o n a l f e e l i n g s .
Ve a re  g iv e n  due w a rn in g , th e n , to  a v o id  a  f a c i l e  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  
o f a u th o r and c h a r a c t e r .  Léon B lo y 's  comment i n  h i s  re v ie w  o f  
A re b o u rs t h a t  d ee E s s e in t e s  ' n ' e s t  que l e  p r S t e -n o u  l i t t é r a i r e  
de l ' a u t e u r '  i s  to o  sw eeping a  ju d g e m en t, f a i l i n g  to  do j u s t i c e  
to  des E s s e i n t e s ' a  su b sta n c e  a s  a  p u r e ly  l i t e r a r y  o r e a t io n .
S i m i l a r l y ,  B a rb e y  d ' A u r e v i l l y  r e j e c t s  d es E s s e in t e s  a s  a  p h y s io lo g ic a l  
p o r t r a i t ,  d is m is s in g  him a s  a  'm écanique d é t r a q u é e '.  ( 1 2 )  F o r  
both th e se  ' C a t h o l i c '  com m entators, A re b o u rs  i s  an a u t o b io g r a p h ic a l  
sta te m e n t, the p r o d u c t  o f  a  s p i r i t u a l  s t r u g g le ,  th e outcome o f  w hich  
i s  f s r  more im p o r t a n t  than ' l i t e r a t u r e ' .  'Une m o r t e lle  a n g o is s e
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degage de son l i v x e '  w r it e s  B a rb e y . B ee E s s e in t e s  a l i a s  Huysmans 
i s  ' a n x ie u x  d 'u n s  E ssen ce  s u p e r ie u r e ' ,  s a y s  B lo y  i n  a  happy p h r a s e .
D o u b tle s s  s u c h  sta te m e n ts  a r e  t r u e  i n  the w id e s t  s e n s e .
A re h o u rs  i s  a o re  th a n  a  s e r ie s  o f  jo k e s  and b o u ta d ss s t r u n g  
to g e th e r by f i n s  w r it in g  and d o ss p r e s e n t  an e x i s t e n t i a l  q u e s t  o f  
a  s o r t .  As a  modern c r i t i c  s a y s ,  'H uysm ans a v a i t  ch a rg e  son  
personnage ds t o u ts  so n  in q u ie t u d e  m e ta p h y s iq u e 1 ,  ( 1 3 )  end  
e v id e n t ly  th e re  i s  a  p a r a l l e l  betw een th e  h ero  and h i s  c r e a t o r .
B u t  to  make a  d i r e c t  a s s o c ia t io n  between th e  two i s  i n s u f f i c i e n t *  
n o t  o n ly  i s  des E s s e in t e s  a  ' c h a r a c t e r '  i n  h i s  own r i g h t ,  whose 
b e h a v io u r h a s l i t t l e  to  do w ith  H u y s m a n s ', b u t a ls o  Huysmans makes 
a  r ig o r o u s  atte m p t w it h in  the t e x t  to  e o v e r  h i s  t r a c k s ,  to  p la c e  
d e s E s s e in t e s  i n  a  p o s it io n  o f  u n c e r t a in t y  and to  i r o n is e  h i s  
b e h a v io u r , so  t h a t  th e  a l le g e d  a u t h o r ia l  d is g u is e  does in d e e d  
s e rv e  a  l i t e r a l  p u r p o s e , o f  c o n c e a lin g  r a t h e r  th an  r e v e a l in g  
Huysm ans1 e x a c t  o p in io n  o f  h i s  c h a r a c t e r .  ( 1 4 )
T h is  l a s t  p o in t  h e lp s  e x p la in  p e rh a p s  why v a r io u s  c r i t i o s  
have s t r u g g le d  i n  a  r a t h e r  c o n t r a d ic t o r y  way to  in t e r p r e t  A re b p u r s  
e i t h e r  as p aro dy o r  a s  a u to b io g r a p h y . ( 1 5 )  Des E s s e in t e s  too i s  
an e s s e n t ia l l y  am biguous f i g u r e ,  o r  r a t h e r  he s p l i t s  in t o  two 
d if f e r e n t  h a l v e s .  On the one h a n d , he i e  the i n d iv id u a l  whose 
f i c t i o n a l  b io g ra p h y  A re h o u rs  r e c o u n t s ,  a  f ig u r e  w h ich  soon how ever 
seems c o n s id e r a b ly  l a r g e r  th a n  l i f e  i n  i t s  e x c e s s e s  and e c o e n t r ic ­
i t i e s .  On the o t h e r  h a n d , h i s . p r o j e c t  o r  a d v e n tu re  te nd s to  in v a d e  
and overwhelm h i s  p a r t i c u l a r i t y *  he b eco m es, n o t a  'm o u th p ie c e ' 
f o r  the a u th o r (whose own v ie w s re m a in  s h r o u d e d ), b u t a  p r e t e x t  
o r  r e f l e c t o r  f o r  s p e c u la t io n s  w h ich  encom pass w ide a r e a s  o f  
e x p e rie n c e  and c u l t u r e .  Des E s s e in t e s  i s  both  a  c h a r a c t e r ,  even  
a  hero  perhaps i n  h is /t r a g i-o o m ic  s t r u g g le  a g a in s t  the w o rld , and
1 6?
a ls o  a  f u n c t io n ,  a  f o c a l  p o in t  f o r  th e  o th a r  p re o c c u p a tio n s  tb s  
t e x t  d i s o l o s s s .
I n  h i s  ssoond r o l e ,  des B s s e in t e s  does sons t in e s  s l i p
e n t i r e l y  o u t  o f  s ig h t s  be i s  su b su a e d  by t h a t  n a r r a t iv e  v o ic e
w h ich  e n u a e r a te s  a t  p erh ap s r a t h e r  e x o e s s iv e  le n g t h  a  s e r ie s  o f
o p in io n a t e d  le c t u r e s  on L a t in  l i t e r a t u r e ,  je w e ls ,  p e r fu s e s  and
so  f o r t h ,  e ve n  i f  on o th e r o o o a s io n s  th e  n a r r a t o r  n a y  d is t a n c e
h l n s e l f  f r o n  th e h e r o . Even i n  h i s  f i r s t  r o l e ,  d es E s s e in t e a 's
i d e n t i t y  p ro v e s  to be r a t h e r  u n s t a b l e .  As D . G ro jn o w sk i p o in t s
o u t i n  a  p e r c e p t iv e  a r t i c l e ,  d es E s s e in t e s  even a s  a  p h y s ic a l
b e in g  i s  a  s o r t  o f sp a ce o r b a t t l e f i e l d  p a s s iv e l y  p o s se s se d  by
a  s u c c e s s io n  o f  s e n s a t io n s  and m a la d ie s t
S e s  E s s e in t e s  e s t  une s o r t e  de p a n t in  <jui in c a r n e  une 
sy m p to m ato lo g ie : s c r o f u l e ,  c h lo r o s e ,  l é t h a r g i e ,  h a l l u ­
c i n a t io n s ,  im p u is s a n c e . ( 1 6 )
I n  h i s  a c c o u n t  o f des E s s e in t e s 'a  i l l n e s s ,  Euysm ans le a n t  h e a v i l y
on contem porary m ed ioal t r e a t is e s  ( a s  he a d m its i n  the l e t t e r  to
Z o la  a lr e a d y  q u o te d ), and t h i s ,  t o g e t h e r  w ith  the in s is t e n c e  on
h e r e d it y  i n  the H o tlc e  to  the book and e ls e w h e r e , s u g g e s ts  a f f i n i t i e s
w ith  the m e c h a n is t ic  p sy ch o lo g y  and 'e x p e r im e n t a l n o v e l'  p re a ch e d
by Z o la . (1 7 ) Des E ssein tes dem onstrates the p lay  o f  various
symptoms and p re -d e te rm in e d  f o r c e s ,  and i n  f a o t ,  i n  G r o jn o w s k i's
v ie w , seem s to  e x i s t  o n ly  th ro u g h  them :
Le m oi n ' e s t  p lu s  p o s t u lé  comme e n t i t é  homogène, i l  e s t  l e  
l i e u  de f lu c t u a t io n s  q u i m e tte n t en q u e s t io n  s e s  fondem ents  
t h é o r iq u e s : l e  personnage en o r is e  p o rte  tém oignage d 'u n e  
c r i s e  de l a  n o tio n  de p e rs o n n e . ( 1 8 )
T h is  d is s o l u t io n  o f the s e l f ,  s p r in g in g  from  n a t u r a l i s t  d e te rm in is m ,
lo o k s  fo rw a rd  to  P ro u s t  o r to  c e r t a i n  modern v ie w s o f  the s e l f  a s
mn area in  which language i s  en a cted . (1 9 ) A ccording to  G rojnow ski,
A re b o u rs  i s  a  'r o m a n -fle u v e  de l ' i n v e s t i g a t i o n  de s o i  e t  du v id e
i n t é r i e u r ' .  ( 2 0 )  Dm  E s s e in t e s  f i l l s  i n  t h i s  in n e r  r o id  toy l i v i n g  
o f f  s e n s a t io n ,  and toy th a  v a r io u s  d e c o r a t iv e  p r o je c t s  be u n d e r t a k e s .
C e r t a i n l y ,  t h in  v e r t ig in o u s  f e a r  o f  th e v o id  aeons to  l u r k  
toehind th e  f r e n e t io  in d u lg e n c e  o f  so n e o f  d e s E s s e i n t e s ' s  
a o t l v i t i e s .  ( 2 1 )  The p e r v e r t e d  id e a l is m  o f  th e 'd e e ad e n t*  t e x t  
o fte n  se e n a  to  toe a  r e a e t io n  a g a in s t  t h i s  h o r r i f i e d  eense o f  e m p ti­
n e s s  :  i n  Je a n  L o r r a in ' s  s t o r y  'L e s  T r o u s  du m asque1 (w h ich  p r o v id e s  
an a r c h e t y p a l e x a a p le ) ,  th e  mask i s  d is c o v e r e d  to  c o n c e a l —  
n o t h in g . The naaked c h a r a c t e r s  g lim p s e d  toy th e h e ro  i n  a  h a l f ­
w o rld  e x i s t  o n ly  a s  a a a k s ,  a s  s u r f a c e  an d  d é e o r. ( 2 2 )  B u t i n  
A r e b o u r s  one f e e ls  t h a t  des E s s e in t e s  s t i l l  k e e p s a  c e r t a in  
sutostanoe and re m a in s a  t a n g ib le  e n t i t y .  I n t e r e s t i n g  though  
G r o jn o w s k i's  in t e r p r e t a t io n  i s ,  i t  v e r g e s  on c o n t r a d ic t io n .
I f  th e s e l f  d ie s o lv e s  i n t o  e x t e r n a l i n p u l s e s ,  how e a n  i t  toe 
' i n v e s t i g a t e d ' ?  I f  d e s E a s e in t e s  i s  a  'p u p p e t ' ,  i s  i t  le g it im a t e  
to  d e e c r ib e  him  a s  th e  'h e r o ' ?  The n o s t  a p p a r e n t n a r k  o f  h i s  
i d e n t i t y  i s ,  o f  c o u r s e , h i s  name.
A c c o r d in g  to  B o la n d  B a r t h e s <
Un non p ropre d o it  t o u jo u r s  ê t r e  in t e r r o g é  so ig n e u se m e n t, 
c a r  l e  nom p ro p re  e s t ,  s i  l ' o n  p e u t d i r e ,  l e  p r in c e  des  
s i g n i f i a n t s }  s e s  c o n n o ta t io n s  s o n t  r i c h e s ,  s o e ia l e s  e t  
s y m b o liq u e s . ( 2 3 )
T h is  in t e r r o g a t io n  may sn a c k  o f  th e  a r b i t r a r y  o r  f a n c i f u l !  th u s  
the Z o f  L o t i ' s  n o v e l A s lv a d é  i s  a  ' c a r e s s ' ,  w hereas i n  S /Z  i t  
i s  tran sm u te d  to  ' l a  l e t t r e  de l a  m u t i l a t i o n . . .  o in g la n t  à  l a  
fa ç o n  d 'u n  fo u e t  o b & t ie u r 'l  ( 2 4 )  A t  th e  b e g in n in g  o f  h i s  o th e rw ise  
e x c e l le n t  a r t i c l e  on A r e h o u r s . G ro jn o w s k i in t e r r o g a t e s  the name 
duo J e a n  F lo r e s s a s  d es E s s e i n t e s ,  d is c o v e r in g  th e  l e t t e r s  'S A B E '. ( 2 3 )  
(A more e e e p t io a l in t e r r o g a t io n  a l s o  f i n d s  'A S S ' sn d  ' C O E ' . . . . )  ( 2 6 )  
The C h r i s t i a n  name Je a n  i s  a ls o  s i g n i f i c a n t ,  s u g g e s t in g  a
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dédoublem ent w ith  th e two S a l a t  Jo h n s r e f e r r e d  to  l a  tho books
d es E s s e in t e s  i s  ' I s  s a i n t  à  r e b o u r s ' ,  s a y s  G r o jn o w s k i. ( 2 7 )
E v id e n t l y ,  su oh  in t e r p r e t a t i o n s ,  w h ate ve r t h e i r  a p p e a l,  a r e
r e a l l y  im posed on th e t e x t  r a t h e r  th an  d is c o v e r e d  w it h in  i t .
T h is  i s  n o t  to  sa y  t h a t  names a r e  n o t  h ig h ly  c h a rg e d i
Be f a it ,^  l e  l e c t e u r  a  p resq u e t o u jo u r s  tend ance à  i s o l e r ,  
à  1 ' i n t é r i e u r  du nom p r o p r e , des r a d io a u x , s u f f i x e s ,  
p r é f ix e s ,  morphèmes d iv e r s  q u ' i l  a n a ly s e r a ,  p a r  r é t r o a c t io n , 
en f o n c t io n  du s i g n i f i é  du p erson n ag e ou q u i ,  in v e r s e m e n t ,  
l u i  s e r v i r o n t ,  s ' i l  l e s  r e c o n n a ît  d 'e m b lé e , de r é f é r e n c e  
p r o s p e c t iv e , d 'h o r is o n  d 'a t t e n t e  p o u r 'p r é v o ir '  l e  
p e r s o n n a g e .. .  ( 2 8 )
N e v e r t h e le s s ,  a  c e r t a in  c a u t io n  seems c a l l e d  f o r ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  
a s  Huysmans had the h a b it  o f  p io k in g  th e  names o f  h i s  c h a r a c t e r s  
v i r t u a l l y  a t  random i n  a  g a z e t t e e r  o r r a i lw a y  t im e t a b le ,  i n  the  
hope o f p r o t e c t in g  h im s e lf  from  the l i b e l  a c t io n s  w h ich  Z o la  had 
s u f f e r e d  fro m . ( 2 9 )  T h a t  be had done t h i s  i n  A r e b o u r s  i s  shown 
by Keurgey de T u p ig n y  i n  a  b ro ch u re  e n t i t l e d  'L e  S e n t im e n t  
h é r a ld iq u e  d ans l ' o e u v r e  de J . - K .  H uysm ans' ( 19 4 6 )«  F l o r e s s a s  
d s s  S s s e in t e s
n ' e s t  p as un nom d u c a l ,  c ' e s t  un nom de f e r m ie r  g é n é r a l  
q u i s e r a i t  d 'o r ig in e  q u e r o y n o is e , p a r  l e  patronym e« F l o re a 8as  
e s t  l e  nom d 'u n e  oommune du L o t .  Quant au non de t e r r e «  
des E s s e i n t e s ,  c ' s s t  c e l u i  d 'u n e  p e t it e  l o c a l i t é  de l a  
G ir o n d e . J 'a v o u e  que o e t asse m b lag e d é c o n c e rte  un  p e u . (3 0 )
No d o u b t Huysmans* s o le c is m s  i n  t h i s  domain a re  e x c u s a b le ,
and i t  i s  a p p r o p r ia te  t h a t  a  h e ro  'a n x ie u x  d 'u n e  E s s e n c e  s u p é r ie u r e '
h as a  name f i t t i n g  h i s  y e a r n in g  ( E s s e in t e s  -  E s s e n c e s ) .  B u t s u r e ly
what i s  m ost im m e d ia te ly  a p p a re n t a b o u t the name i s  a l s o  m ost
in t e r e s t in g «  the a r i s t o c r a t i c  t i t l e  shows a  r i s e  i n  th e s o c i a l
s t a n d in g  o f  Huysmans* o h a r a c t e r  w h ich  w ould a p p e ar to  im p ly  a
r a d ic a l  change o f  p e r s p e c t iv e .  The d o m e stic  themes w h ic h  b u lk
•o la r g e  i n  A v a u - l ' e a u  o r En ménage a r e  removed a t  a  s t r o k e  by
des E s s e i n t e s ' s  incom e o f  5 0 ,0 0 0  f r a n c s  a  y e a r  ( i n  1 8 8 4 , Huysmans
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h l u d f  e a rn e d  3 , 6 0 0  f r a n c s  p s r  a n n u s ) , ( 3 1 ) o r ,  to  bo n o ra a z a e t ,  
a r c  e x p re s se d  i n  now t a r n s .  Tha s t a r t i n g  p o in t  o f  A r s b o u r s  i s  the  
o o n c lu s io n  o f  En n a n s a s  a n d  A T a n - 1 1 a s m  tb a sa  l a s t  two w orks and  
w ith  th a p r o t a g o n is t s '  r e n u n c ia t io n  o f  t h e i r  a s p i r a t i o n s ,  t h e i r  
su b m is s io n  to  s o o ia l  c o n f o r m it y  (m a r r ia g e  f o r  A n d re ) o r  th a  's tr e a m  
o f l i f e '  ( F o l a n t in  m e t a p h o r ic a l ly  o a ts  h im s e lf  ' a d r i f t ' ) ,  and th a  
p re s s u re a  a g a in s t  w h ich  th e s e  c h a r a c t e r s  s t r u g g le  i n  w ain  a r e  b o th  
s y m b o lic a l ly  and l i t e r a l l y  e x p r e s s e d , w it h in  th e r e a l i a t i c  c o n te x t  
im posed by n a t u r a l is m , i n  d o m e stic  term s ( o b t a in in g  lo d g in g s ,  fo o d ,  
a  h o u se h o ld  co m p a n io n ). I n  th e  H o tio e  to  A r e b o u r s  d a s E s s e in t e s  
r a p id l y  goes th ro u g h  a  s i m i l a r  c y c l e  o f  s o o ia l  f r u s t r a t i o n ,  b u t  
w h ile  F o la n t in  and Andre a r e  u n a b le  to  e sca p e  th e  r i c i o u s  c i r c l e  
i n  w hich  th e y  a re  tr a p p e d  by t h e i r  c o n t r a d ic t o r y  d e s ir e  b o th  to  
r e s i s t  the s o c i a l  ( o r  b i o l o g i o a l )  w o rld  and y e t  a l s o  to  be in t e g r a t e d  
in t o  i t  (th ro u g h  fo o d  o r  women), th e D u k e , l i b e r a t e d  from  b o u rg e o is  
c o n s t r a in t s ,  makes th e  d e c i s i o n  to  rem ora h im s e lf  e n t i r e l y  from  
s o c ie t y  and r e -c r e a t e  th e  w o rld  i n  a  more a m ia b le  im ag e . T h is  
p r o je c t ,  c o n s is t in g  a s  i t  does o f  f u r n is h in g  a  h o u s e , e s t a b l is h i n g  
a  r o u t in e  f o r  i t s  o r g a n is a t io n ,  m ig h t be seen i n  c o n c re te  term s a s  
a  d o m e stic  e n t e r p r is e !  b u t  d o m e s t ic it y  h a s c l e a r l y  been r e - d e f i n e d .  
Des E s s e in t e s  b o ld ly  r e j a o t s  th e s e x u a l o r e m o tio n a l p ro blem s t h a t  
torm ent Andre and F o l a n t i n  and t i e  them to  a o c ie t y j  h i s  im po tence  
in d ic a t e s  a  r e f u s a l  o f  d e s i r e ,  o f  th e O t h e r . An e a r l y  t i t l e  f o r  
th e n o v e l was s im p ly  S o u l —  th e r e  to r e a l  o f En  m enage.
O f c o u rse  i n  the lo n g  term  t h i s  s t r i v i n g  f o r  autonomy f a i l s .
I n  the l a s t  c h a p t e r , d es E s e e in t e s  i s  d r iv e n  baok to  s o c i e t y ,  and  
c o n s e q u e n tly  the book eeems f i n a l l y  to  r e v e r t  to  the term s o f  the  
two p r e c e d in g  w o rk s. M o re o v e r, i t  can  be argued t h a t  des E s s e i n t e s ' s  
i s o l a t i o n  i s  i n  r e a l i t y  a lw a y s  s p u r io u s .  What s h o u ld  be s t r e s s e d  a t
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t h i s  p o in t ,  how ever, c o n c e rn in g  the c h a r a c t e r ' «  name an d  s t a n d in g ,  
l a  t h a t  Huysmans doea r a t h e r  a o re  th a n  s im p ly  a r b i t r a r i l y  endow 
th e p r o t a g o n is t  w ith  a  n a r t ie n le  and a  la r g e  in o o a a . A re b o n ra  
d is p l a y s  an a r i s t o e r a t i o  p o s tu r e  n o t  p o s s ib le  i n  th e e a r l i e r  w o rk s, 
where the c h a r a c t e r s 1 a c t io n s  a r e  l a r g e l y  c o n d it io n e d  b y  t h e ir  
b o u rg e o is  s t a t u s .  The p a in t e r  C y p r ie n ,  f o r  e x a m p le , n a y  see him ­
s e l f  a s  a  Bohem ian, a  d e c la s s e » b u t i n  th e  e y e s  o f  h i s  w o r k in g -  
m is t r e s s  C e lin e  T a t a r d ,  he i s  a  'g e n t le m a n ',  b o th  i n  a p p e a ra n ce  
( h is  d r e s s )  and i n  th e c o n d e sc e n d in g  way he t r e a t s  h e r .  He i s  a  
member o f the dom inant s o c i a l  c l a s s  who, s y m b o lic a l ly  p e rh a p s ,  
keeps a  w o r k in g -c la s s  r i v a l  a t  bay w it h  a  lo a d e d  s t i c k .  A g a in ,  
i n  A v a u - l ' e a u  the f u n c t io n a r y  F o l a n t in  i s  n e a r ly  a lw a y s  r e f e r r e d  
to  w ith  m ocking d ig n it y  a s  M o n sie u r F o l a n t i n ,  th e  t i t l e  o f  h is  
c l a s s .  When a  c h a r a c t e r  s i m i l a r  to  F o l a n t i n ,  th e  r e t i r e d  c i v i l  
s e r v a n t  i n  L a  B e t r a i t s  de M. B o u g ra n . a tte m p ts  to  a c c e d s  to  the  
autonomy o f  a  des E s s e i n t e s ,  th e  s t o r y  a p p e a r s  a s  a  b u r le s q u e  
p aro d y o f A r e  h o u rs i the e le m e n ts o f  f a n t a s y  and the a b s u rd  w hich  
a re  k e p t u nder o o n t r o l i n  the n o v e l d o m in a te  th e  s t o r y .
The a r i s t o c r a t i c  m e n t a lit y  i s  th e n  an im p o rta n t  in v e n t io n  
i n  A r e  h o u r s . H uysm ans' a n a l y s i s  o f  th e a r i s t o c r a c y  i n  the f i n a l  
c h a p t e r  and a t  the b e g in n in g  o f  th e n o v e l c o n c lu d e s  t h a t  a s  a  
c l a s s  i t  i s  d e c a d e n t. I n  i t s  t r a d i t i o n a l  r o l e ,  i t  i s  above the  
r e s t  o f  s o c ie t y ;  i n  the co n tem p o rary w o rld  where i t  no lo n g e r  has  
a  v i t a l  f u n c t io n ,  i t  i s  o u t s id e  s o c i e t y .  B o th  th e se  p o s it io n s  
a re  r e f le c t e d  i n  d e s E s s e i n t e s ' s  i s o l a t e d  d i s d a i n ,  a s  he lo o k s  
down on the w orld  from  F o n t e n a y -a u x -R o s e s . H is  a e s t h e t ic  t a s t e s  
a s  w e ll se en  founded on a  p r e fe r e n c e  f o r  w hat i s  n o n - u t i l i t a r i a n ,  
unknown, u n p o llu t e d  and u n s a n o tio n e d  by p u b l ic  o h o io e . A t  the  
same t i n e ,  t h i s  'd e c a d e n c e ',  g iv e n  c o n c r e t e  form  i n  l a  n e v r o s e .
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1 «  w hat d e s t r o y s  h i s t  tha o p p r e s s iv e  w e ig h t a f  thoae a n o a a to ra  
a a a a a b la d  I n  th a  f u l l y  p o r t r a i t  g a l l a r y  p ro v a a  ln a a o a p a b la .
Thus daa E s s e in t e e  b ra a k a  th a a o e l a l  b a r r la r a  w hloh au rro u n d  
B u yaaan a' o t h a r  c h a r a c t e r « .  One m ig h t ad d  t h a t  ha a la o  b e g in «  to  
b re a k  aoma o f  th a  b a r r ie r a  t h a t  o o n s t r a in  h u m an ity  g e n e r a l l y .
W h ile  h ia  p re d e o e a a o r F o la n t in  i a  a  c h a r a c t e r  who i a  b e l i t t l e d ,
made r i d i c u l o u s  by th o se  aro u n d  h im , p h y s i c a l l y  d is a b le d ,  p e r p e t u a l ly
d e fe a te d , d a s E s s e in t e s  moves i n  th a o t h e r  d i r e c t i o n ,  to w ards the
m onatro us, th a  l a r g e r  than U f a .  I t  i s  s i g n i f i c a n t  t h a t  i n  L a -b a a
tha c h ild -m u r d e r e r  and e a t a n ia t  G i l l s «  da H a ls  i s  d e s c r ib e d  a a
' l e  La« Eaaeintes du quinzieme s i e c l e 1 ( l , 7 7 ) .  Lea E ase in tea ’ s
c r u e lt y  may be l i m i t e d  to  a  r a t h e r  c o m ic a l a tte m p t to  commit
m urder by p ro x y  ( c h a p t e r  s i x ) , ( 3 2 ) to  s a d i s t i c  r e v e r i e s ,  and
e n t h u s ia s t ic  a d v o ca cy  o f l a r g e - s c a l e  a b o r t io n  ( c h a p t e r  t h i r t e e n ) ,
b u t l i k e  G i l l e s  da R a is  he l i v e s  a c c o r d in g  to  a  d o c t r in e  o f  e x c e s s ,
s t r iv in g  to  deny b io lo g io a l  n e c e s s ity .  (3 5 )  While the Mareohal de
R a is  t r i e s  to  change the c o n d it io n s  o f  e x is t e n c e  by s e e k in g  th e
p h ilo s o p h e r 's  a t o n e , dee E s s e in t e s  p r a o t is e s  a  p e r s o n a l a lo h e m y,
u s in g  the im a g in a t io n  to  overcom e ' l a  v u l g a i r e  r e a l i t l  dee f a i t s '  ( p . 3 3 ) •
Under su c h  c ir c u m s t a n c e s , a tte m p ts to  make th e  h e ro  o f  
A re h o u rs H uysm ans' a l t e r  ego i n  any l i t e r a l  aenae a r e  p a r t i c u l a r l y  
a b s u r d . F a r  from  b e in g  the d e o ad e n t p o s e u r  one m ig h t g u e ss  him  to  
b e , i f  one knew o n ly  A  r e h o u r s .  Huysmans o u t s id e  h ie  l i t e r a r y  
a c t i v i t i e s  aeeaed q u it e  c o n t e n t  to  le a d  a  p e r f e c t l y  mundane 
e x is t e n c e ,  f a r  removed from  th e  fla m b o y a n t a n t i c s  o f  s u c h  contemp­
o r a r y  w r it e r s  a s  J e a n  L o r r a i n ,  e t h e r —a d d ic t  and f l a g r a n t  hom osexual 
(he dubbed h im s e lf  ' l ' e n f i l a n t h r o p e ' ) ,  P ie r r e  L o t i  w it h  h i s  p e n ch a n t  
f o r  w e a rin g  m ake-up and e x o t io  co stu m e s, euoh a s  th e  d r e s s  o f  an 
E g y p tia n  p h a ra o h , o r  t h e . e e l f —p ro c la im e d  M agus, th e 'S & r ' Jo a e p b in
F t l t d u  ( n ie k n u t d  ' ! •  Mag* d ' E p i n a l ' and 'L *  S i r  p e d a l a n t '  by 
h i*  e n e m ie s ). B o r was the d a n d y is h  C o u n t H o b a r t  do K o n t s e q u io u -  
F e se n s a o  f l a t t e r e d  a t  b e in g  ta k e n  a s  the m odel f o r  dee E s s e i n t e s .  
T h an k s to  an ao o o n n t g iv e n  h i s  by M a lla r a e ,  H nysaans a a d s c o n s id e r a b le  
u s*  o f  the f u r n is h in g s  i n  M o n te s q u io u 's  fam ous a p a rtm e n t on th e  
q u a l d 'O rs a y  when f i t t i n g  o u t d e s E s s e i n t e s ' e  im a g in a r y  r e s id s n e e i  
b u t o th e rw ise  A r e h o u r s  ssem s to  h a r e  in f lu e n c e d  M o n tesq ulou a s  
much a s  the r e v e r s e ,  a t  l e a s t  i n  a  n e g a t iv e  s e n s e , s in c e  the  
a r i s t o c r a t i c  p o e t  made c o n s id e r a b le  e f f o r t s  to  d is p l a y  h i s  l i t e r a r y  
and s o c i a l  t a l e n t s ,  r e p r e s s in g  h i s  hom osexu al l e a n in g s ,  p r e c i s e l y  
i n  o r d e r  to  com bat th e  su p po sed  p o r t r a i t  H u y sa a n s had p a in t e d  o f  
him  i n  the n o v e l .  ( 3 4 )
Des E s s e i n t e s ' s  a r i s t o c r a t i c  an d  m o n stro u s c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  
make him  a  r a d i c a l l y  d i f f e r e n t  f ig u r e  from  D u r t a l .  Des E s s e in t e s  
i s  a p t l y  d e s c r ib e d  by G a l l o t  a s  'u n  e n f a n t  ty r a n n iq u e  q u i jo u e  a u  
d e m iu r g e '. ( 3 5 )  On th e one h a n d , h i s  e n t e r p r is e  i s  in d e e d  an a tte m p t  
to  r e c r e a t e  th e  l a v s  o f  e x is t e n o e t  im a g in a t io n  and a r t i f i c e  s u p p o s e d ly  
r e p la c e  n a t u r e .  T e t  on th e  o t h e r ,  h i s  a c t i v i t i e s  a r e  pushed to  
s u c h  extrem es t h a t  th e y  v e r g e  on th e p e t u l a n t l y  a b s u r d . Des' 
E s s e i n t e s ' s  i n v s r s i o n  o f  norm s o f t e n  seems d e s ig n e d  a s  much f o r  
sh o c k  e f f e c t  a s  a n y t h in g  e l s e .  Th u s the m echanism  o f  h i s  r e f l e c t i o n s  
on L a t i n  l i t e r a t u r e  seems i n  la r g e  p a r t  to  c o n s is t  o f  m a in t a in in g  
the e x a c t  o p p o s it e  o f  r e e e lv e d  o p in io n .  An e v e n t l i k e  th e 'r e p a s  
de d e u i l '  com bines im a g in a t iv e  s e s t  w ith  a n  expanded s c h o o lb o y is h  
p r a n k . F i n a l l y ,  i n  an y  o a s e , d e s E s s e in t e s  f a i l s  and i s  l e f t  
p r a y in g  f o r  c o n s o la t io n  from  th e  ' v i e i l  e s p o i r '  o f f e r e d  by  
C h r i s t i a n i t y .
A l l  th e sam e, d e s p it e  the e le m e n ts  o f  the b u rle s q u e  w hich  
r a t h e r  s a r d o n i c a l l y  underm ine d es E s s e i n t e s ' s  s t a t u s  a s  a  h s r o ic
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f ig u r e  (be i s  n o  T t u a t ) ,  ( 3 6 ) d e s p it e  h i s  f i n a l  c o l l a p s e ,  i t
s h o u ld  n o t  be f o r g o t t e n  t h a t  many o f  h i s  T e n tu r e s  a r e ,  i n  the
s h o r t  t e r a ,  p e r f e c t l y  s u c c e s s f u l !  he d o e s p la y  h i s  a o u th -o rg a n
o f  l i q u e u r s  w it h  a a r r e l l o u s  d e x t e r i t y ,  o r  c r e a t e  a  w orld  o f
p e rfu a e e  w ith  a l c h e a ic a l  s k i l l ,  o r  e n jo y  th e r a in y  p le a s u r e s  o f
London w ith o u t m oving from  P a r i s  ( e h a p t e r s  f o u r ,  t e n , e le v e n ) .
Though one can  a rg u e  t h a t  h i s  e n t e r p r is e  o o n ta in s  an in h e r e n t
c o n t r a d ic t io n  an d  i s  th e r e f o r e  bound t o  f a i l ,  what a o s t  o b v io u s ly
c a u s e s  des S s s e i n t e s ' s  d o w n fa ll i s  th e  a t t a o k  o f  the d is e a s e  w h ich
Huysmans c a l l s  ' l a  n é v r o s e ' .  The P u k e 's  n e rv o u s d is o r d e r s  are
a e n tio n e d  from  th e  b e g in n in g  ( H o t ic e  p . 1 1 ) ,  b u t f i r s t  ap p ear a s
a  m enacing f o r c e  h a lf -w a y  th ro u g h  the b o o k , i n  c h a p te r  se v e n ,
when des E s s e i n t e s ' s  e n fo rc e d  s o l i t u d e  c a u s e s  a  l o s s  o f  c o n t r o l!
he i s  overw helm ed by m em ories, r e - l i v i n g  h i s  e n t ir e  e x is t e n c e
( p . 1 1 2 ) ,  f e e d in g  on h i s  own s u b s ta n c e  l i k e  a  h ib e r n a t in g
a n im a l. T h is  s e l f - s u f f i c i e n c y  i s  p r e s e n t e d  i n  a  n e g a tiv e
l i g h t  ( ' e e  co n fin e m e n t c o n tre  n a t u r e  o ù  i l  s ' e n t ê t a i t ' ,  p . 1 1 7 ) !
des E s s e in t e s  i s  n o t l i b e r a t i n g  b u t d e s t r o y in g  h im s e lf .
L e s  exo è s de s a  v i e  de g a r ç o n , l e s  t e n s io n s  e x a g é ré e s de 
son c e r v e a u , a v a ie n t  s in g u liè r e m e n t  a g g ra v é  s a  n é v ro se  
o r i g i n e l l e ,  a m o in d ri l e  sa n g  d é j à  u s é  de s a  r a o e . . .  ( p . 1 2 9 ) ( 3 7 )
L ik e  O r ig in a l  S i n ,  n e u r o s is  seems to be im posed on the c h a r a c t e r
by the w e ig h t o f  p a s t  e v e n ts  o u t s id e  h i s  c o n t r o l ; a  p se u d o -m e d ic a l
v o c a b u la r y  ( ' t h e  w o rn -o u t b lo o d  o f  h i s  r a c e ' )  r e p la o e s  the
r e l i g i o u s  t e r m in o lo g y , a s  i t  does i n  Z o l a ' s  oonoeption o f
in h e r it e d  d is e a s e s  w h ich  d e te rm in e  b e h a v io u r .  (3 8 )
The e x a c t  n a t u r e  o f t h i s  n e u r o s is  i s  h a rd  to  d e f in e .
L ik e  s y p h i l i s ,  i t  i s  a  s i n i s t e r  f o r c e  subm erged w it h in  the
o rg a n is m , w h ich  from  tim e to  tim e em erges i n  a  v a r ie t y  o f  symptoms,
a t t a c k in g  both  on a  p h y s ic a l  and m oral l e v e l .  U lt im a t e ly ,
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des E s s e in t e s  i a  warned by h i  a d o o t o r , a t  tb a  and o f  o b a p ta r  
f i f t e e n ,  h ia  'n e u r o e ia ' w i l l  k i l l  b i n ,  n n la a a  ba a a a k a  r a d i c a l  
t r a a t a a n t .  ( 3 9 )  A modern d ic t io n a r y  may d e f in e  'n e v r o s e ' aa an  
e m o tio n a l d is o r d e r  w hich  d is t u r b s  tb a  p a t i e n t ' a  b e b a T io n r  ( a n g u is h ,  
p b o b ia a , a t o . )  w ith o u t dam aging tb a i n t e g r i t y  o f  h i s  m en tal 
f u n o t io n s ,  (4 0 )  b u t e v id e n t ly  su ch  an e x p la n a t io n  l a  t o t a l l y  
in a d e q u a te  i n  th e ease o f  A r e b o u r a .  The co m p a riso n  w ith  
s y p h i l i s  i a  n o t  g r a t u it o u s .  I n  f a o t ,  i n  c h a p t e r  e i g h t ,  dea  
E s s e in t e s  h a s a  n ig h t m a r is h  v i s i o n  o f  s y p h i l i s  e m b ra c in g  and  
k i l l i n g  h im . D ia e a s e  p e rv a d e s the w hole o f  A r e b o u r a . and t h i s  
n ig h tm a r e , a p p e a r in g  a t  th e c e n t re  o f  th e  b o o k , seem s a  s y m b o lic  
comment on the ' b i o l o g i c a l '  m o t if  (m a n 's  r e l a t i o n s h i p  to  n a t u r e )  
w hich i s  a t  th e  h e a r t  o f  the n o v e l.  ( 4 1 )  T h ro w in g  a s id e  the  
r a t h e r  la b o r io u s  docum entary g u is e  u n d e r w h ic h  he p r e s e n t s  
n e u r o s is  ( a lt h o u g h , a s  s u g g e s te d , docum ents do l i t t l e  to  e x p la in  
i t ) ,  Huysm ans p r e s e n ts  s y p h i l i s  i n  a  much more p o t e n t  and h o r r i f i c  
form  i n  th e  f a n t a s t i c  p e r s o n if ic a t io n  w h ic h  a p p e a rs  t o  d es E s s e in t e s  
i n  h i s  dre am .
The n ig h tm a re  i s  o f  c o u rse  p re p a r e d  a t  th e  b e g in n in g  o f  
the o h a p t e r . Dee E s s e in t e s  h as a c q u ir e d  a  c o l l e c t i o n  o f  e x o t ic  
f lo w e r s ,  whoss m ain a t t r i b u t e ,  f o l lo w in g  h i s  p r i n c i p l e  o f  in v e r s io n ,  
i s  m eant to  be to  a p p e ar a r t i f i c i a l  a lt h o u g h  th e y  a r e  r e a l  ( p . 1 3 4 ) .  
I n  f a c t ,  the gruesome c a ta lo g u e  o f  th e s e  bloom s soon I n d ic a t e s  
t h a t ,  f a r  from  b e in g  an i r o n i c a l  r e f l e c t i o n  o f  th e  man-made in  
n a tu re  ( n a t u r e  im it a t in g  o u lt u r e ,  w h ereas o r d in a r y  a r t i f i c i a l  
f lo w e r s  show o u lt u r e  im it a t in g  n a t u r e ) ,  th e y  a r e  h id e o u s ly  r e a l ,  
show ing a  n a t u r e  w hioh i s  o b s o s n s ly  e x p o se d  and d is e a s e d ,  he»  
E s s e in t e s  a d m its  g r u d g in g ly  t h a t  n a t u r e
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^ u a n d ^ e lle  n ' a v a l  t  pu i n i  t e r  1 ' o eu vre  h u m a in e , ( . . . )  e v e lt  
e t i  r e d u lt e  a  r e o o p ie r  le e  membranes in t e r ie u r e s  d ee  
t n i u u ,  a  e a p r u n te r  le e  v lv a o e e  t e ln t e e  de le u r e  c h a ir «  
en p o u r r i t u r e ,  l e a  m a g n if iq u e s  h o r r e u r e  de l e u r «  g a n g re n e « .
T o u t  n ' e s t  quo s y p h i l i s ,  «ongea de« E s s e i n t e s . . .  ( p . 1 4 l ) ( 4 2 )
Eie v is io n  o f  the huaan sp e c ie «  ravaged throughout time by 
'l 'in u s a h le  h e r ita g e , l 'e t e r n e l l e  a a la d ie 1 (p .1 4 1 ) i «  fo llo w e d  
by the dream in  which be h im se lf f a l l s  v l e t i a  to  ' l a  grande T e r o le '.
D e s b ru e r e s  s a y s  t h a t  ' l e  f a n t a s t iq u e  ( . . . )  e s t  t o u jo u r «  q u 'o n  
l e  v e u i l l e  ou non 1 ' e x t e r i o r i s a t i o n  d 'u n e  a n g o i s s e ' .  ( 4 3 )  The 
n ig h tm are  doe« n o t  have an  i n t r u s i v e  e f f e c t  i n  th e  t e x t ,  s in c e  
the f a n t a s t i c  o r  o n e i r i c  h a s  a lr e a d y  been w e ll  e s t a b l is h e d  thank«  
to  des E s s e i n t e s ' s  m orbid p r e d i l e c t io n s  an d  m em oriest th e  a c c o u n t  
o f h i s  p ic t u r e  g a l l e r y  i n  c h a p t e r  f i v e  a lr e a d y  in t r o d u c e s  *un 
f a n t a s t iq u e  de m a la d ie  e t  de d e l i r e ' ( p . 9 7 ) |  s i m i l a r l y ,  h i s  
r e c o l l e c t i o n  o f  a  v i s i t  to  the d e n t is t  i n  c h a p t e r  f o u r  i s  n e a r e r  
a  com ic n ig h tm a re  th an  th e b a n a l c o n t in g e n c ie s  o f  th e e v e r y d a y .  
C o n s e q u e n t ly , one i s  in d e e d  tem pted to  se e  i n  t h i s  dream , n o t  a  
sudden b r e a k  w ith  th e w a k in g -w o r ld , b u t a  c o n c e n t r a t e d , p o t e n t  
e x p r e s s io n  o f  th e  a n g u is h  b e n e a th  the s u r f a c e  o f  th e  w h ole n o v e l.
Des E s s e in te s 's  co n c lu s io n , as he escapes from s le e p , 'A h ! oe n 'e s t ,  
Dieu m erci, qu 'un r i v e '  (p .1 4 9 ) ,  i s  c o n tra d ic te d  by the experien ce  
o f  the r e s t  o f  the book; the dream s e r v e s , n ot as a p a in fu l 
in te r lu d e , but as a le s s o n .
The e r o t i c  c o n te n t o f  th e  n ig h tm a re  i s  q u it e  e v i d e n t .  I f  
the Pox f i r s t  a p p e a rs  u n d is g u is e d , a s  a  s i n i s t e r ,  s e x l e s s  f ig u r e  
on h o r s e b a c k , and d es E s s e in t e s  f l e e s  i t  i n  h o r r o r ,  the se co n d  
a p p e a r a n c e , o f  a  naked woman c l a d  o n ly  i n  g re en  s i l k  s t o c k in g s ,  
i s  more a m b ig u o u s. She to o  seems to  be an in c a r n a t io n  o f  the  
P o x; h e r  s k i n  i s  co v e re d  w it h  co p p e ry  b le t c h e s i  h e r  e y e s ,  l i k e  
th o se o f  th e  r i d e r ,  'd 'u n  b le u  o l a i r  e t  f r o i d ,  t e r r i b l e « •
,  ■ V
( p . 1 4 8 t c f .  p . 1 4 4 ) ,  hypnotically attraot do* Esseintes, daapita 
hia rapulaioni between her thigha bloaaoma 'le  farouche Hldulariun 
qui b â il la it , en Baignant, dana dea lanes de sabre' ( p . 1 4 9 ) .
Woman does n o t  a a r e l y  t r a n s m it  d is e a s e ,  h u t beooaes th e  d is e a s e ,  
tran sfo rm e d  in t o  the f lo w e r  w hioh r e v e a la  the d e s t r u c t iv e  
o n s la u g h t o f  n a t u r e  on n a n , a  n a t u r e  w hioh Ban i s  f o r c e d  to  
em b race. I n  c h a p t e r  f i v e  o f  A r e b o u r s . S a lo m e , the in c a r n a t io n  
o f  fe m in in e  s e x u a l e v i l  ( p . 8 4 ) ,  i s  a l s o  c a l l e d  a  'g ra n d e  f l e u r  
v é n é r ie n n e ' ( p . 8 9 ) .
I n  an i n t e r e s t in g  a r t i c l e  M. C o llom b  in t e r p r e t s  t h i s  
n ig h tm are  i n  te rm s o f  f e m i n i n it y  and i n v e r s io n .  (4 4 ) A t  the  
b e g in n in g  o f  th e dream , d e s E s s e in t e s  i s  aecom panied by a  
s tra n g e  B ulldog-W om an, whom he f a i l s  to  r e c o g n is e  and y e t  who 
seems to  be in t im a t e l y  a s s o c ia t e d  w ith  h im . D u rin g  t h e i r  f l i g h t  
from  the P o x, sh e  lo s e s  h e r  t e e t h ,  and f i n a l l y  he s t r a n g le s  h e r  
to  keep h e r  q u i e t .  C o llo m b  s u g g e s ts  t h a t  she i s  a  p r o je c t io n  
o f  des E s s e i n t e s ' s  f e m in in it y , w h ich  he t r i e s  i n  v a in  to  s u p p r e s s .  
As f o r  the m is s in g  t e e t h , one i s  tempted to  p a s s  t h i s  o f f  a s  
w him sy, ( 4 5 ) though th e re  i s  p e rh a p s a  r e c o l l e c t io n  o f  th e  
d e n t is t  scen e ( a s  C o llo m b  r e m a r k s ) ,  when d es E s s e in t e s  i s  
o p e ra te d  o n , p e n e tr a te d  by th e  d e n t is t ,  t o r t u r e d , j u s t  a s  he 
i s  by the F e m m e -F le u r.  O b v io u s ly  h i s  s e x u a l it y  i s  d is t u r b e d  
( t o  s a y  the l e a s t ) ,  b u t C o llo m b 's  atte m p t to  su g g e s t t h e r e  i s  
a  c e r t a in  s e x u a l a m b iv a le n c e  i n  the f i n a l  sce n e  o f the dream  
seems v e r y  o d d . T h is  o r i t i o  a rg u e s t h a t  the E id u la r iu m , w h ich  
o a s t r a t e s  the h e r o , m ig h t ln d io a t e  a  sodomy f a n t a s y ,  and t h a t  
the f a t a l  em brace somehow f u l f i l s  th e androgynous f a n t a s y  w h ich  
des E s s e in t e s  f a i l s  to  a c h ie v e  i n  r e a l  l i f e  w ith  the m u s c u la r  
la d y -a c r o b a t  M is s  U r a n ia .  T h u s the n ig h tm are
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d t i i i t u  an  c e n tre  g e o m ltr iq u e  du roman l a  f ig u r e  l a  p lu a  
r a d le a le  de l ' A  B e b o u r s .  e e l l e  de 1 ' in v e r s io n  s e x u e l l e .  (4 6 )
Why the H id u la r lu m  sh o u ld  r e p r e s e n t  a n y t h in g  o th e r  th a n  th e  fe m a le
s e x u a l o rg an s se e a s  n y s t e r l o u s .  A c e r t a i n  a m b iv a le n c e  i s  c e r t a i n l y
su g g e ste d  by the ap p earan ce o f  th e A m o rp h o p h a llu se s (whose stem s
re se m b le  'd e s  aembres endommages de n e g r e ' ,  p . 1 3 7 ) » ( 4 7 )  H ow ever,
th e s e  a s s a u l t  the woman an d  n o t  d es E s s e i n t e s |  he i n  f a c t  p u sh e s
away ' cea t ig e s  t ie d e s  e t  fe r m e s ' ( p . 1 4 8 )  w it h  d i s g u s t .  B u t
C o llo m b 's  in t e r p r e t a t io n  i s  m ost d is a p p o in t in g  b e ca u se  i t  seems
to  re d u ce  the lu x u r io u s  f a s c i n a t i o n  w ith  h o r r o r ,  th e  im a g in a t iv e
exu b e ran ce  o f  t h i s  l u r i d  f a n t a s y  b ase d  on th e  fu n d a m e n ta l themes
o f  d is e a s e ,  d e a th  and s e x u a l i t y  ( t h i s  c h a p t e r  o f  A r e  h o u rs i s
u n l i k e l y  to  seem 'd a t e d ' a t  l e a s t )  to  an e x p r e s s io n  o f  r e p r e s s e d
h o m o s e x u a lity .
A s i m i l a r  in t e r p r e t a t io n  o f  A r e  h o u rs  i s  p u t fo rw ard  by
J .  K e y e rs  and se e a s  somewhat g l i b l y  r e d u c t iv e !
M o re au 's and H u y s a a n s ' common f a s c i n a t i o n  w ith  the 'm ore 
o o r d ia l  ep och ' o f Salom e s p r in g s  from  t h e i r  f e a r  o f  women 
and t h e i r  hom osexual p r o c l i v i t i e s .  F o r  Des E s s e in t e s '  
s s c a p e  from  r e a l i t y ,  from  th e  w hole w o rld  o f  o r d in a r y  
e x is t e n c e ,  i s  r e a l l y  a  r e j e c t i o n  o f  women and an e sca p e  
from  s e x u a l it y ,  from  w hat Huysm ans c a l l s  w h o rin g  women 
and f o r n ic a t in g  men. ( 4 8 )
M e y e rs' in s in u a t io n  th a t  m iso g y n y  i s  e q u iv a le n t  to  v e i le d  
h o m o s e x u a lity  i s  m is le a d in g ! d es E s s e in t e s  d o ss  n o t  r e je o t  
women because he p r e f e r s  m en. I f  he i s  s e e n , i n  th e  a c c o u n t  
o f  h i s  s e x u a l a d v e n tu re s i n  c h a p t e r  n i n e ,  to  move from  women 
to  the androgynous f a n t a s y  w ith  M is s  U r a n ia ,  and f i n a l l y ,  q u it e  
e x p l i c i t l y ,  to  p e d e r a s t y , t h i s  i s  n o t  b e ca u se  he h a s  d is c o v e r e d  
h i s  tru e  v o c a t io n , b u t r a t h e r  b e ca u se  he i s  s e a r c h in g  f o r  a  
form  o f  e x p e rie n c e  n o v e l and e x c i t i n g  enough to  overcome h i s  
im p o te n o e . The androgynous f a n t a s y  seems to  in d ic a t e  l e s s  a  
s e c r e t  a t t r a c t io n  tow ards h i s  own se x  th a n  a  d e s ir e  to e sca p e
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th e l i m i t a t i o n s  o f  tb s  s s l f  by t a k in g  on a  f e a a l s  s s z u a l  i d e n t i t y ;  
i t  i s  a  form  o f  i d s a l i s m .  (4 9 )  I t  stem s u n n e o e e s a r ily  r e s t r i c t i v e  
to  l i m i t  t h s  r e je c t io n  e x p re s se d  i n  th e  n o v e l to  a  r e f u s a l  o f  
h e t e r o s e x u a l r e l a t i o n s ,  a s  M eyers d o e s . S e x u a l in v e r s io n  b e s id e s  
i s  s im p ly  one f ig u r e  in  a  whole p a t t e r n  o f  i n v e r s i o n .  I t  i s  
d e b a ta b le  w hether i t  i s  the m ost ' r a d i c a l '  ( a s  C o llo m b  m a in t a in s )
—  one c o u ld  arg u e  th a t  d es E s s e i n t e s ' s  u s e  o f  enemas i s  much more 
in v e n t i v e l y  ' u n n a t u r a l f o r  in s t a n c e .
Des E s s e i n t e s ' s  im potence i e  p re s e n te d  a t  th e  b e g in n in g  o f  
-the book a s  p a r t  o f  a  g e n e ra l l o s s  o f  a p p e t it e  ( ' s e s  se n s tom bèrent  
en l é t h a r g i e ' ,  p . 1 2 ) ,  a p p r o p r ia t e ly  c o n s e c r a t e d  b y  th e  r e n a s  de d e u il  
i n  c h a p t e r  one w h ich  s ig n a l s  h i s  r e n u n c ia t io n  o f  th e  p le a s u r e s  o f  
th e f l e s h .  H is  r e c o l l e c t io n s  i n  c h a p t e r  n in e  show t h a t  o n ly  g r e a t e r  
and g r e a t e r  a p p e a ls  to  the im a g in a t io n  c o u ld  t e m p o r a r ily  f o r e s t a l l  
h i s  a f f l i c t i o n  ( w ith  the exam ples o f  M is s  U r a n ia ,  th e v e n t r i l o q u i s t ,  
and the unnamed y o u th  d e m o n stra tin g  th e n o v e lt y  v a lu e  o f  the  
a b n o rm a l) . F i n a l l y ,  how ever, im p o ten ce seems to  be due to  a  t o t a l  
s e p a r a t io n  o f  body and m in d : ' l 'e f f e r v e s c e n c e  de s a  e e r v e l l e  ne  
f o n d a it  p lu s  l e s  g la c e s  de son c o r p s '  ( p . 1 6 3 ) .  One r e c a l l s  the  
tr e n c h a n t  comments ab o u t se x  made by B a u d e la ir e  i n  Mon co e u r m is  
à  n u i
Plus l'homme o u lt iv e  l 'a r t ,  moins i l  bande.
I l  se f a i t  un d iv orce  de p lus en plus s e n s ib le  entre 
l 'e s p r i t  e t  l a  b ru te .
La brute seu le  bande b ien , e t  l a  fo u te r ie  e s t  le  
lyrism e du peu p le .
F o u t r e ,  c ' e s t  a s p ir e r  à  e n t r e r  d ans un a u t r e ,  e t  l ' a r t i s t e  
ne s o r t  ja m a is  de l u i - a i m e .  ( 5 0 )
The la s t  sentence in  p a r t icu la r  seems an e x c e lle n t  comment on
des E s s e in te s 's  s o l l p s i s t i o  ven tu re ; be re fu ses  in te rco u rse  o f
any s o r t .  But in  fa c t  A rebours s e ts  ou t to  demonstrate that the
d u a lity  B audelaire apparently  e s ta b lis h e s  between, on one s id e ,
182
a r t ,  the a r t i s t ,  and s p i r i t ,  and on th a  o t h e r ,  th e c o p u la t in g  
b r u t s ,  the p r o a la c u it y  o f  the p e o p le , l a  d e s t r u c t i v e .  A e s t h e t ic  
o r s p i r i t u a l  e z p e r ie n o e  c a n n o t be c u t  o f f  f r o a  th e  p h y s i c a l :  both  
the n ig h tm a re  and th e  n e u r o s is  show th e  re v e n g e  n a t u r e  ta k e s  on 
dee E a e e in t e a .
S ea E a s e in t e a  d o sa in d e e d  w ant to  eaoape f r o a  th e ' b r u t s ' ,  
aa m a n ife s te d  by h ia  own ae n aea o r  by o th e r  p e o p le , in t o  a  s o r t  
o f p r in e v a l  r e t r e a t  a t  P o n te n a y  ( 'S e e  id é e s  de se  b l o t t i r ,  l o i n  
du monde, de se  e a l f e u t r e r  d ans une r e t r a i t e ,  d 'a e a o u r d lr  ( . . . )  
l e  v a c a r æ  r o u la n t  de l ' i n f l e x i b l e  v i e ' ,  p . 1 2 ) .  The n ig h tm a re  
p r o v id e s  a  s y m b o lic  com m entary on w hat i t  i s  he r e j e c t s .  Sea  
E s s e ln t e s  c e r t a i n l y  r e j e c t s  women: the s e x u a l a c t  le a d s  to
e m a s c u la t io n , i f  n o t  to  d e a t h . A t  the same t im e , woman a p p e a rs
a s  the v e h i c l e  o r  r a t h e r  the s o u r c e  ( s in c e  th e  Pox m erges w ith  
the woman) o f  th e d is e a s e  t h a t  h a s  w racked h u m a n ity  th ro u g h o u t  
t im e . F e r t i l i t y  and r e p r o d u o t io n  a r e  ir r e v o c a b l y  t a in t e d }  th e  
a c t  o f  g e n e r a t in g  th e  s p e c ie a  b r in g s  w it h  i t  th e  d e g e n e ra tio n  
and d e a th  o f  the s p e c ie s .  ( 5 1 ) Ko wonder d e s  S s s e in t e s  r e f u s e s  
the b i o l o g i c a l  im p u ls e , th e p r o p a g a t io n  o f  th e  r a c e ,  i n  h ie  
t ir a d e  on b i r t h - c o n t r o l  i n  c h a p t e r  t h i r t e e n .  B u t a t  th e same
tim e , th e dream shows t h a t  d e s p it e  h ie  t e r r o r  d es E s s e in t e s  i s
h y p n o t ic a l l y  a t t r a c t e d  to w ards th e woman: one c a n n o t r e f u s e  th e  
' b r u t s ’ w h ich  i s  an e s s e n t i a l  p a r t  o f  th e  o rg a n is m .
The n e u r o s is  seem s to  make much th e same p o in t ,  i n  a  
p a r a l l e l  b u t d i l u t e d  w ay. ( 5 2 )  Bee E s s e i n t e s ' s  a tte m p t to  
e scap e  the s o c i a l  o r  b i o l o g i e a l  w o rld  o n ly  makes h i a  more 
v u ln e r a b le  to  th e h e r e d it a r y  c u r s e  w it h in  h i a  (b o th  s y p h i l i s  
and n e u r o e is  a r e  p a s se d  down th ro u g h  th e  g e n e r a t io n s ) ,  w h ich  
b e g in s  to  d e s t r o y  h i s  w hole o r g a n is a  th ro u g h  a  v a r ie d  s e r i e s  o f
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symptoms. (3 3 ) Just as h i a anf oread c h a s t i t y  producas f e b r i le  
ce re b ra l ob session s (cau sin g  v ir tu a l  c o l la p s e  a t the end o f  
chapter n in e ) ,  so  sore  g en era lly  the a tte n p t  to  cu t o f f  body 
f r o s  sin d  lea d s  to  a lo s s  o f  aen ta l o o n tro l  (th e  onslaught o f  
memories in  chapter seven, h a llu c in a t io n s  o f  sm ell and hearing 
in  chapters ten and f i f t e e n )  and e o lla p s e  (th e  end o f  chapter 
t e n ) .  N eurosis rep resen ts  fa r  more than a  nervous d isord ers  
e s s e n t ia l ly  i t  seems to  be a metaphor f o r  the fundamental 
s ick n ess  Huysmans and the n a tu r a lis ts  ses in  man and n atu re .
'N e v r o s e ' may w e ll seem a  m is le a d in g  term  f o r  t h i s  
p e s s im is t ic  f a t a l is m  w h ich  e x p r e s s e s  i t s e l f  th rou g h  p a th o lo g y .
I n  En r a d e . f o r  e x a m p le , L o u is e  i s  a t t a c k e d  by 'n e u r o s is '
( e . g .  En r a d e . p . 9 3 ) ,  though th e symptoms d e s c r ib e d  a re  a c t u a l l y  
th o se  o f g e n e r a l p a r a l y s i s  o f  th e  in s a n e .  ( 3 4 )  On th e o th e r  h an d , 
th e  m y s te rio u s  n a t u r e  o f  t h i s  a f f l i c t i o n  p e rh a p s makes i t  a l l  the  
more fe a rso m e . B oth  body and s p i r i t  a r e  in e x p l i c a b l y  p o s se s se d  
by a  v a r ie t y  o f  a ilm e n t s  whose c a u se  re m a in s  e n ig m a t ic . I n  the  
p r e f a c e  to  A r e  h o u rs o f  1 9 0 3 , Huysm ans e v e n  s p e c u la t e s  a t  the  
p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  d i a b o l i c  ag en cy b e h in d  th e  p a t i e n t ' s  s t a t e  o f  
m ind ( p . x v i ) .  'N e v r o s e ' was o f  c o u rs e  a  h ig h l y  f a s h io n a b le  
i l l n e s s  a t  th e  end o f  the n in e t e e n t h  o e n t u r y , p a r t  o f  a  g e n e r a l  
o b s e s s io n  w ith  d e g e n e ra tio n  and d e c a d e n c e . ( 3 3 )  O ctave M irb e au  
re m a rk s in  h i s  a p t l y  named s a t i r i c a l  n o v e l Le e  2 1 J o u r s  d 'u n  
n e u r a s th e n lo u e  ( 1 9 0 1 ) t h a t  n e u r a s t h e n ia  i s  ' l a  m a la d ie  du 
s i e c l e ' t  i n  th e  manner o f  the much d e r id e d  Max N o rd au , a  
'd o c t o r  T r io e p s '  a b s u r d ly  r e d u c e s  a l l  a s p e c t s  o f  h u m a n ity , 
fro m  g e n iu s  to  p o v e r t y , to  n e u r o s is i  'N e v r o s e ! n e v r o s e ! n e v r o s e l . . .  
T o u t e s t  n e v r o s e ! . . . '  ( 3 6 )  A c c o r d in g  to  J a c q u e s  L e th e v e , 'n e v r o s e '
was g iv e n  i t s  l i t e r a r y  f a s h io n a b le n e s s  b y th e G o n c o u rts and shown
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to  bo the c u r s e  w h ich  hung o v e r th e ' a r t i s t '  s e p a r a t e d  from  the  
' b r u t e ' t
L a  n a v r o a e ,  a a la d le  d 'u n  s i e c l e  r a f f i n e ,  n ' e e t  p a s  l a  t r i s t e  
l o t  d 1 i n d i v i d u s  t a r e s ,  a a i s  1 *apanage d a s hoames d ' e s p r i t  
l e s  p lu s  r e p r e s e n t a t iv e .  (•••) p a r  une s o r t s  de c o n t r a d ic t io n ,  
lo u r  e t a t  c o n s t !t u e  a  l a  f o i s  un s ig n s  ¿ ' e l e c t i o n  a t  de 
a a lh e u r .  ( 5 7 )
I n  A r e h o u r s , th o u g h  p r im a r i ly  a  sym bol o f  th e  h e r o 's  s t r u g g le  
w ith  n a tu re  o r  b io l o g y ,  n e u r o s is  ca n  a l s o  be r e l a t e d  to  d a s  
E s s e i n t e s ' s  a r i s t o c r a t i c  p o s t u r e ; th e  a r i s t o o r a t ' s  s p i r i t u a l  
r e f in e a e n t  i s  c o n o o a it a n t  w ith  th e p h y s io l o g ic a l  e x h a u s t io n  o f  
h ie  r a c e .  I n  a o r e  g e n e r a l t e r a s ,  .o f  c o u r s e ,  decadenoe a s  
a n a ly s e d  b y , s a y ,  P a u l B o u rg et i s  n o t  a e r e l y  a  n o d ic a l  o r  
a e s t h e t ic  phenomenon, b u t h as s o c i a l  and p o l i t i c a l  e a u s e s .
One o f  the s u c c e s s e s  o f  A r e h o u r s , one m ig h t w e ll  a r g u e , i s  i t s  
sta te m e n t o f an Id e o lo g y  o f  deoadence —  'J a m a is  re n se ig n e m e n t  
p lu s  fo rm id a b le  n e  f u t  donne s u r  une s o c l e t e '  o b se rv e d  B a r bey  
d ' A u r e v i l l y .  ( 5 8 )
To r e c a p i t u l a t e  some o f  th e  p o in t s  made so  f a r  i n  t h i s  
attem p t to  d e f in e  th e c h a r a c t e r  d e s E s s e i n t e s ,  we have se e n  t h a t ,  
w hatever the m assage o f  A r e b o u r s  and i t s  r e l a t i o n  to  Huysm ans' 
a r t i s t i c  and s p i r i t u a l  developm ent may b e , th e  h e ro  o f  th e  n o v e l  
i s  a  s u b s t a n t ia l  f i c t i o n a l  o r e a t io n  and o e r t a i n l y  n o t  a  p r o je c t io n  
o r copy o f the a u t h o r  o r  some s u c h  f ig u r e  a s  R o b e rt  de K o n te s q u io u .  
H is  name and s o c i a l  s t a t u s  show H uysm ans' w is h  to  c r e a t e  a  
c h a r a c t e r  both s u p e r io r  to  and removed from  o r d in a r y  s o o ie t y ,  
from the d a y -t o -d a y  e x is t e n c e  w it h  whose p ro b le m s th e p r o t a g o n is t s  
o f h i s  e a r l i e r  n a t u r a l i s t  f i c t i o n  s t r u g g le  i n  v a i n .  The a r is t o c r a t  
—  the u s u a l p r o t a g o n is t  f o r  tr a g e d y  —  i s  rem oved from  the  
t r i v i a l  l i m i t a t i o n s  w h ich  i n h i b i t  th e movements o f  th e lo w e r  
o la s s e s t  w ith o u t  h i s  r e l a t i v e  s o c i a l  au tonom y, d e s E s s e i n t e s ' s
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s t r i v i n g  f o r  c u l  t a r a i  o r  b i o l o g i c a l  autonomy a g a in s t  th e n in e t e e n t h -  
c e n tu ry  b o u rg e o is  w o rld  w ould m e re ly  seem a b s u rd  ( w it n e s s  M. B o u g ra n ) .  
A lth o u g h  des E s a e in t e s  i s  e l e a r l y  a  v e h ic l e  f o r  Huyam ans' e n c y c lo ­
p e d ic  d is c o u r s e  on su n d ry  m a t t e r s ,  the in s is t e n c e  on h i s  p h y s io ­
l o g i c a l  b e in g  a s  th e v i c t i m  o f  ' l a  n é v r o s e ' d o e s , one m ig h t s a y »  
make him  v e r y  much a  c r e a t u r e  o f  ' f l e s h  and b l o o d ' .  A com m entator 
l i k e  G r o jn o w s k i, ho w ever, a r g u e s  t h a t  even  i n  t h i s  v e r y  p h y s ic a l  
dom ain, des E s a e in t e a  becomes an  empty spaoe w h ich  th e  a u th o r  f i l l s  
w ith  a  l i s t  o f  symptoms c u l l e d  from  m e d ic a l t r e a t i s e s .  H e v e r t h e le s s ,  
des E s s e in t e s  does im p r e s s  th e  r e a d e r  a s  a  f ig u r e  o f  some p o t e n c y ;  
h is  g e s t u r e s  o f  d e f ia n c e ,  th e  in v e n t iv e  e c e e n t r i c i t y  o f  h i s  
b e h a v io u r , make him  more th a n  a  'p u p p e t ' ,  b u t t h i s  m ix tu re  o f  th e  
h e r o ic  and the b u r le s q u e  c e r t a i n l y  rem oves him  from  th e  human and  
be v e r g e s  on the m o n stro u s.
Huysm ans' a c c o u n t  o f  th e c h a r a c t e r ' s  n e u r o s is  shows t h a t  man 
oannot e scap e  p h y s io lo g y . I f  d e s E s s e i n t e s ' s  p r o je c t s  and i n t e r e s t s  
a re  a lm o s t t o t a l l y  rem oved from  th e  c o n ce rn s o f  n a t u r a l is m ,  i f  h i s  
s o l i p s i s t i c  a tte m p t to  make e x t e r n a l  r e a l i t y  s u b s i d i a r y  to  h i s  
p r iv a t e  needs seems a  d e l ib e r a t e  r e v e r s a l  o f  th e r e l a t io n s h i p  
between the in d i v i d u a l  and th e  w o rld  p re s e n te d  i n  m ost n a t u r a l i s t  
n o v e ls  (where the i n d i v i d u a l  i s  ab so rb e d  by h i s  e n v ir o n m e n t) ,
' l a  n é v r o s e ',  on the c o n t r a r y ,  b y w h ich  des E s s e in t e s  i s  p o s s e s s e d  
throug h a  h e r e d it a r y  f a t a l i t y ,  seems to  e n c a p s u la t e  p e r f e c t l y  th e  
b i o l o g i c a l ,  p a t h o lo g io a l im p u ls e  w h ich  i s  a  c r u c i a l  e le m e n t o f  
n a t u r a l is m , i n t e r p r e t i n g  and e x p r e s s in g  n a tu re  i n  m etaphors o f  
s io k n e s s  and d e g e n e r a t io n . T h is  i s  the f o r c e  to  w h ich  des E s s e in t e s  
succum bs; the i d e a l i s t —cum -dandy i s  b ro u g h t down by n a t u r e ,  b y  
n a t u r a lis m  i n  f a o t .  D es E s s e in t e s  o e r t a in ly  f a i l s  to  r e c o n c i l e  
th ese  c o n t r a d ic t o r y  im p u ls e s  (p n  one s i d e ,  we h ave th e  i n d i v i d u a l .
the a e s t h e t e , the s p i r i t ,  on th a  o t h a r ,  a o c ia t y ,  tha w o r ld , n a t u r e ) ( 
and tba deb ate w ith  w h ich  B u y sa a n s opana L a -b a a  a a ra n  y e a r s  l a t a r  
su g g e s ts  t h a t  ha M a s s  I f  had y e t  to  f i n d  a  s o lu t io n  to  h i s  
p o l a r is a t io n  o f  n a t u r a l i s a  and ' s p i r i t u a l i a a ' .
h a s E a s e in t e a  becom es,  t h a n , a  b a t t le g r o u n d  i n  th a a u t h o r 's  
own a t t e a p t  to  go beyond th a t a r a s  o f  n a t u r a l is m . I f  a t  f i r s t  d a s  
E ss e  i n  te a  a a a a s  to  be e a b a r k in g  on a  r a d i c a l l y  new way o f  l i f e ,  
compared w ith  H u y sa a n s ' p r e v io u s  h e r o e s ,  f i n a l l y  th a Duka i s  l e f t  
as b e a te n  and d r a in e d  a s  F o la n t in  a n d  A n d ré . I n  s i m i l a r  f a s h io n ,  
ws can  r e c a l l  Z o la 'a  w a rn in g  to  H u yaa an a t h a t  h i s  a c c a n t r io  n o v e l  
had e x h a u ste d  a  whole a r e a  o f  f i c t i o n  i n  one a tte m p t, t h a t  h i s  
f o r c e s  ware s p e n t , and t h a t  he s h o u ld  r e t u r n  to  an 'é tu d e  de 
m oeurs' ( p r e f a c e  to  A r e b o u r s ,  p . x x i i ) .  A p p r o p r ia t e ly  enough, 
H uysaans n e x t  produced w hat i s  on one l e v e l  a  c a u s t ic  a c c o u n t o f  
p e a s a n t l i f e .  En r a d e . W hatever th e  r e p e r c u s s io n s  o f  d es E s s e i n t e s ' s  
v e n tu re  on Huysm ans' e v e n t u a l r e t u r n  to  C a t h o lic is m  ( o u t l in e d  by  
the a u th o r  h im s e lf  i n  th e  p r e f a c e  o f  1 9 0 3 ) ,  a n o th e r p a r a l l e l  can  
be e s t a b l is h e d ,  in  t a r a s  o f  l i t e r a t u r e  r a t h e r  th an  b io g r a p h y ,  
between the h e r o 's  s t r u g g le s  and th o s e  o f  the a u th o r w ith  what 
V a lé r y  o a l le d  ' l 'é p o p é e  de l ' a v e n t u r e  s t y l i s t i q u e ' .  Ve can se e  
why H u ysaan s f e l t  he was i n  a  l i t e r a r y  la p a s s e  b efo re  w r it in g  
A re  h o u rs t w h ile  the w hole o f  En  aénajto  o r A v a u - l ' e a u  i s  g iv e n  
o ve r to  a  d e m o n stra tio n  o f  th e  in a d e q u a c ie s  o f  the w orld  i n  w h ich  
the c h a r a c t e r s  move, th e  f a i l u r e  in h e r e n t  i n  the n a t u r a l i a t  
p r e s e n t a t io n  o f  l i f e  i s  e s t a b l is h e d  im m e d ia te ly  i n  the p ro lo g u e  
to A r e b o u r s .  The s o c i a l  w o rld  w h io h  th e  n a t u r a l i s t  n o v e l  
d e s c r ib e s  i n  a l l  i t s  r a m if i c a t i o n s  i s  s im p ly  r e je c t e d ,  a s  f i t  
o n ly  f o r  f o o ls  and v i l l a l n s i  th e  b i o l o g i p a l  w o r ld , w hich d e te rm in e a
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th e t z i i t c a e e  o f  in d i v i d u a l s  w it h in  t h i s  s o c i e t y ,  i s  shown to  
f u n c t io n  a c c o r d in g  to  a  prooooa o f  i r r e v o c a b le  d e g e n e r a t io n .
The r e s t  o f  A re b o u rs i s  Huysm ans' a tte m p t to  b re a k  o u t o f  th ese  
l i m i t s .  D e s E s s e in t e s  may f a i l «  b u t d o es h i s  e r e a t o r T  I s  
Huysmans b ro u g h t low  by the f a t a l  w e ig h t o f  n a t u r a l i s t  w r it in g ?
B e fo re  d i s c u s s i n g  the w r it in g  and s t r u c t u r e  o f  th e t e x t  o f  
A r e b o u r s ,  we sh o u ld  p erh aps d e s c r ib e  i n  more d e t a i l  the  
a e s t h e t io  e n t e r p r is e  u n d e rta k e n  by d es E s s e in t e s  and the way 
t h i s  i n  t u r n  r e f l e c t s  on Huysm ans' own e n t e r p r is e  i n  w r it in g  
the n o v e l.
So f a r ,  des E s s e in t e s  h a s been o b s e rv e d  a s  a  s o c i a l  and
p h y s io l o g ic a l  b e in g , a  n a r r a t iv e  v e h i o l e ,  and a  g r o te s q u e . B ut
he oan a l s o  be d e fin e d  i n  m oral te rm s , a s  a  r e b e l ,  an a e s t h e t e ,
a  l i t e r a r y  r e p r e s e n t a t io n  o f  t h a t  m y th ic  f ig u r e  whose c a r e e r
i s  c h a r t e d  by B a u d e la ir e  and B a rb e y  d ' A u r e v i l l y  —  the d a n d y .
Des E s s e in t e s  i s  one o f  a  s e r i e s  o f  s u c h  n in e t e e n t h -c e n t u r y
l i t e r a r y  a n d  h i s t o r i c a l  p e rso n a g e s a s  B r u a m e ll,  B a u d e la ir e 's
Sam uel C r a m e r, G a u t ie r ' s  P o r t u n io ,  L o r r a i n ' s  M. de P h o o a s.
A o o o rd in g  to  M ic h e l Le m aire  i n  h i s  s t u d y  o f  d an d y ism , A re b o u rs
't r o u v e  s a  p la o e  c e n t r a le  au c a r r e f o u r  d u  dandysme e t  de
l ' h i s t o i r e  l i t t é r a i r e ' |  i t  i s  ' l a  s y n th è s e  du dandysme d é c a d e n t ' .  ( 3 9 )
E v e r y  s e r io u s  comm entator i n s i s t s  t h a t  th e  dandy i s  n o t s im p ly
an e x p r e s s io n  o f e x h ib it io n is m  o r  v a n i t y ,  b u t i s  a  m e ta p h y s ic a l
b e in g , whose e x is t e n c e  c o rre sp o n d s to  a  c e r t a in  p h ilo s o p h y  o r
id e o lo g y . H e n r i L e m a ître  su m m arises B a u d e la ir e 's  d e f i n i t i o n  of
th e dandy i n  'L e  P e in t r e  de l a  v i e  m oderne' a s  f o l lo w s ,  f o r  exam p let
p o u r B a u d e la ir e ,  l e  dandysme n ' e s t  p as se u le m e n t une  
a t t i t u d e ,  m ais une v é r i t a b l e  ' s p i r i t u a l i t é ' ,  o 'e s t —à - d i r e  
une a f f ir m a t io n ,  a r is t o c r a t iq u e  e t  p ro v o c a n te , de l'£ m e  
fa o o  à  un monde q u i l ' i g n o r e  e t  l a  bafoue« l e  dandysme
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se j u s t i f i a  a l o r s  s n  donnant n a is s a n c e  à  u n s é t h iq u e ; 
d 'o u  l ' im p o r t a n c e  d s l a  c u lt u r e  du b * a u | o t  a i n s i ,  sn  
B a u d e la ir e ,  se  r e jo ig n e n t  l e  d a n d y , l e  o r i t i q u e ,  e t  
l e  p o è t e . ( 6 0 )
Dandyism  i s  b a se d  on o p p o s it io n  and r e v o l t ;  i t  i s  an a tte m p t to  
e s t a b l is h  a  nsw a r i s t o c r a c y  vhon the o ld  i s  c r u m b lin g  and  
dem ocracy i s  n o t  q u it e  a l l - p o w e r f u l ,  s a y s  B a u d e la ir s .  'L e  
dandysme e s t  l e  d e r n ie r  é c l a t  d 'h é ro ïs m e  d ans l e s  d é o a d e n e e s .' ( 6 1 )
The d a n d y 's  e le g a n c e  i s  m e r s ly  one sym bol o f  h i s  a r i s t o c r a t i e
s u p e r i o r i t y .  I t  i s  w orth  n o t in g  t h a t ,  f o r  t h i s  v ie w , i t  i s  n o t
the d an d y , b u t th e  s o c ie t y  a g a in s t  w h ich  he r e a c t s ,  w h ich  i s  d e c a d e n t.
The dandy stay be e t h i c a l l y  o r  a e s t h e t i c a l l y  rem ote from  
s o c ie t y ,  b u t  i n  th e  v ie w  o f  B arb e y d ' A u r e v i l l y ,  i n  h i s  a s s a y  on 
George B ru m m e ll, he f u n c t io n s  w it h in  s o c i e t y ,  th ro u g h  ' s a  v i s  
p u b l i q u e . . .  son r & le  s o c i a l ' ;  ' P a r a î t r e ,  c ' s s t  > t r e  pour l e s  
D a n d y s, comme p o u r l e s  fem m es'. ( 6 2 )  The p r iv a t e  m is e r y  b e h in d  
th e se  p u b l ic  a p p e a r a n c e s  .(Brum m ell ended Up i n  a  l u n a t i c  asylu m )  
i s  o f  no i n t e r e s t t  th e dandy e x i s t s  a s  a  m yth, i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  
inhum ant
Quand on m e u rt de f a im , on s o r t  d e s a f f s o t a t io n s  d 'u n e  
s o c ié t é  q u e lc o n q u e , on r e n t r e  d a n s l a  v i e  hum ainet on 
c e s s e  d ' t t r e  D a n d y. ( 6 3 )
B u t Brum m ell e x i s t s  o n ly  a s  a  dandy ( '& t e s  l e  D a nd y, que r e s t e - t - i l  
de B r u m m e ll? ')  an d  a s  a  s o c i a l  phenomenont ' l a  conséquence d 'u n  
c e r t a in  é t a t  de s o o i é t é ' ,  ' l e  p r o d u it  d 'u n e  s o c ié t é  q u i s ' e n n u i e ' .  ( 6 4 ) 
B a r b e y 's  dandy b e g in s  to  seem a  r a t h e r  shadowy and u n n e c e s s a r ily  
r e s t r i c t e d  f i g u r e ;  he i s  l e s s  a  man, th a n  a  s e r i e s  o f  g e s t u r e s ,  
a  c e r t a in  pose o r  a t t i t u d e  whose ep h em eral m a n if e s t a t io n s  can n o t  
be re c o r d e d  f o r  p o s t e r it y  any more th an  th o se  o f  an a c t o r .
C o n s e q e n tly  we a r e  g iv e n  l i t t l e  id e a  o f  B ru m m e ll' s  charm s o r  
p e r s o n a l it y  i n  t h i s  a c o o u n t. The d a n d y 's  r e b e l l io u s n e s s  i s  l i m i t e d .
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m oreove r, to  a  s k i l f u l  m a n ip u la t io n  o f  a o o ia l  cub tom* and
• t iq u a t t a .  H is  b e h a v io u r  may ba u n e x p e c te d , b u t  n e v e r  baeomea
what B a rb a y  c a l l s  ' e c c e n t r i c i t y ' ,  f o r  t h i s  i s
une r e v o lu t io n  i n d i v i d u e l l e  c o n tr a  l ' o r d r a  e t a b l i ,  
q u e lq u o f o ie  o o n tra  l a  n a t u r a l  i e l  on touoha a  l a  
f o l i a .  L a  Bandysm e, au o o n t r a i r s ,  sa  jo u a  da l a  
r e g ie  a t  p o u r t a n t  l a  r a s p s e t s  a n c o r a . . .  ( 6 5 )
B a rb e y ' b dandy i s  n o t  a  l i b e r t i n e ;  ha a v o id s  the s l a v a r y  o f
lo v a  ( f o r  ava n  l i b e r t i n a g e  im p o se s c e r t a in  c o n s t r a in t s  a n d
com m itm ents); in d e e d  ha i s  a  s o r t  o f  a n d ro g y n e , 'd 'u n  s a x a
i n t e l l e c t u a l  i n d e c i s ' .  (6 6 )
T h is  l a s t  t r a i t  i n  p a r t i c u l a r  seems to  d i s t i n g u i s h  B a r b e y 's  
model from  B a u d e la ir e 's  v e r s io n ,  f o r  whoa lo v e  and money p la y  
an im p o r t a n t , though n o t  e x c l u s i v e ,  r o le  ( ' l 'a m o u r  a s t  l ' o c c u p a t io n  
n a t u r e l ie  des o i s i f s  ( . . . )  1 ' a r g e n t  a s t  in d is p e n s a b le  a u x  gens q u i  
se f o n t  un c u l t e  de l e u r s  p a s s io n s ) .  ( 6 7 ) B a u d e la ir e  a f t e r  a l l  
makes th e a r c h e t y p a l l i b e r t i n e  Bon Ju a n  r e p r e s e n t  the p o s i t i o n  
o f s i l e n t ,  a r i s t o c r a t i c  d e f ia n c e  i n  'Bon Ju a n  aux e n f e r s * .
W hatever th e se  d if f e r e n c e s ,  i t  seems c l e a r ,  a s  M ic h e l L e m a ire  
s u g g e s t s , t h a t  e a ch  i n d i v i d u a l  dandy ta k e s  some r e f e r e n c e s  
from th e myth o f  d an d y ism  and in c o r p o r a t e s  them i n t o  h i s  
p e rs o n a l l i f e .  Thus many o f  th e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  a lr e a d y  
m entioned do h e lp  to  i l l u m in a t e  th e e a se  o f  d es E s s e in t e s s  
a  p o s it io n  o f  r e v o l t  ( v e r g in g  p e rh a p s on m a n ia ) ; th e a tte m p t  
to  e s t a b l is h  a  p e r s o n a l a e s t h e t i c ;  the r e f u s a l  o f  s e x u a l o r  
human c o n t a c t ;  an i n s i s t e n c e  on ' p a r a l t r e '  r a t h e r  t h a n '• tre* —  
dem o n strate d  n o t  so  much by d e s E s s e i n t e s ' s  p e r s o n a l t o i l e t  as  
by c e r t a in  o f  h i s  a tte m p ts  a t  I n t e r i o r  d e c o r a t io n , f o r  in s t a n c e .
The bedroom d is g u is e d  a s  a  f a l s e  m onk's c e l l  i n  c h a p t e r  f i v e  
does n o t  s im p ly  r e v e a l  t h a t  d e s E s s e in t e s  w ants to  p la y  a t
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b e in g  a  monk w h ile  a c t u a l l y  l i v i n g  i n  lu x u r y  ( a  r a t h e r  e h i l d l e h
way o f  c o n c e a l in g  h ie  r e a l  b e in g  b e n e a th  a p p e a r a n c e ) , b u t an
a e a t h e t ic  p le a e u r e  i n  n a n l p u la t in g  i l l u s i o n  f o r  i t s  own s a k e ,
in  reT ersin g  the con vention a l r e la t io n s h ip  between appearanoe
and r e a l i t y .  (Where cheap M a teria ls  are norm ally used to  in it a t e
lu x u r y ,  dee E s s e in t e s  u s e s  l u x u r io u s  M a t e r ia ls  to  c r e a t e  the
im p r e s s io n  o f  a u s t e r i t y  and p o v e r t y . )  ( 6 8 )  T h is  c u l t  o f  a r t i f i e e
nay u lt im a te ly  make i t s  p r a c t i t io n e r  an a r t i f i c i a l  b e in g ! the
p o s tu r e  o f  d e f ia n c e  may s im p ly  become p o s t u r in g .  Add to  t h i s
the dandy's la ck  o f  a l l  human sympathy, and he does perhaps
become an inhum an f i g u r e ,  a s  B a rb e y  d ' A u r e v i l l y  s a y s .
Y e t  th e d a n d y 's  r e v o l t  i s  n o t  m eant to  d e g e n e ra te  in t o
fla m b o y a n t f u t i l i t y .  L ik e  the w r i t e r ,  he p a r t i c i p a t e s  i n  what
L e m a ire  c a l l s  th e Prom ethean m y th :
Le dandysme e t  l 'é c i i tu r e  s o n t  deux te n ta tiv e s  sym étriques 
pour v iv r e  l a  v ie  d 'un  personnage de roman, avec tou te  sa  
coh éren ce , son in t e n s it é ,  s a  beau té , deux te n ta tiv e s  pour 
se c r é e r  un d e s t in .  Personne ' r é e l l e '  ou personnage de 
roman, l e  dandy sera  to u jo u rs  un personnage de c r é a t io n . ( 69 )
How ever, d es E s s e i n t e s ' a  e x p r e s s io n  o f  in d e p e n d e n ce  p ro v e s to  be
somewhat l i m i t e d ;  i n  f a c t ,  h i s  a t te m p t to  'e r e a t e  a  d e s t in y '  i s
to  a  la r g e  e x t e n t  s o c i a l l y  d e t e r m in e d . The dandy may p la c e  h im s e lf
in  o p p o s it io n  to  a s o c ia l  w orld , but a t  the same time he i s  a
fu n ction  o f  th is  w orld .
The a m b iv a le n t  n a t u r e  o f  d ee E s s e i n t e s ' s  p r o je c t  i s  e v id e n t  
from  th e b e g in n in g !
D éjà i l  r ê v a it  à une thébalde  r a f f i n é e , à  un d ésert  
c o n fo r ta b le , à une arche im m obile e t  t i è d e . . .  (p .1 0 )
The para d ox ica l ju x ta p o s it io n  o f  nouns which suggest barrenness,
danger and a sce t ic ism  w ith  a d je o t iv e s  su ggestin g  lu xu riou sn ess
and s e c u r i t y ,  m ig h t be p a r t ly  e x p la in e d  by the p r o t a g o n is t 's
p r o je c t  o f  m is c h ie v o u s  i n v e r s i o n .  O b je c t s  a re  tu rn e d  away from
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t h e i r  h a b it u a l  f u n c t io n ,  and c o n v e r t e d , o r p e r v e r t e d . I n t o  v a r io u s
' i l l u s t r a t i v e '  r o l e s t  the m on k's c e l l ,  the e c c l e s i a s t i c a l  v e s t m e n t s ,
the T h e b a id  do n o t  r e v e a l  d es E s s e i n t e s ' s  b e l i e f  i n  th e  r i t e s  o f
C h r i s t i a n  le g e n d  (th o u g h  a  r e s id u e  p e rh a p s r e m a in s )  b u t  a  d e s ir e
to  u s e  the s a c r e d  a s  a  d e c o r a t iv e  s u r f a c e .  What i s  a l s o  s i g n i f i c a n t ,
h o w e v e r, i s  t h a t  des E s s e i n t e s ' s  i s o l a t i o n  I s  o n ly  p a r t i a l «  'c o m fo rt*
and 'r e f in e m e n t ' come from  a  c i v i l i s e d  s o c i e t y ,  n o t  from  th e  d e s e r t ]
h i s  a r k  i s  f i r m ly  a n e h o re d , and he ta k e s  c i v i l i s a t i o n  I n t o  i t  w ith
h im . F o n te n a y -a u x -R o s e s  i s  ch o se n  a s  a  r e t r e a t  b e ca u se  o f  i t s
p r o x im it y  to  P a r i s  ( p . 1 3 ) .  I n  G r o jn o v s k i ' s  o p in io n ,
L a  s o l i t u d e  du h e ro s  ne p ro ce d e  pas s e u le m e n t d 'u n e  n e v ro s e  
au se n s C l in iq u e  du te rm s , m ais a u s s i  d 'u n e  n e v ro s e  id e o -  
lo g iq u e  d e c o u la n t  d 'u n  c o n s t a t  de n o n -a p p a r t e n a n c e . ( 7 0 )
I n  o t h e r  w ords, des E s s e in t e s  i s  d r iv e n  to  a n g u is h e d  r e v o l t  b e ca u se
he h a s  no p o s it iv e  s o c i a l  r o l e ]  r a t h e r  l i k e  th e M a rq u is  de S a d e ,
he a tte m p ts  to  a s s e r t  h im s e lf  a g a in s t  a  s o c i e t y  w h ich  h a s ,  a s  i t
w e re , squeeaed him  o u t .  ( 7 1 )  The i n f a n t i l e  n a t u r e  o f  some o f  h i s
a t t i t u d e s  stem s p e rh a p s from  an ( u n c o n s c io u s )  re se n tm e n t a t  b e in g
r e je c t e d .  S o c ie t y  i n  f a c t  v i r t u a l l y  ig n o r e s  d es E s s e in t e s  th ro u g h o u t
A  r e h o u r s . w hereas the e o l i t a r y  Lu ke n e v e r s t o p s  f u lm in a t in g  a g a in s t
i t ,  and p la n n in g  h is 'r e v e n g e 'b y  c r e a t in g  a  m u rd e re r , p r e a c h in g
a b o r t io n ,  and so  o n . He i e  d e s t r o y e d , m o re o v e r, n o t  by s o c i a l
p r e s s u r e  from w it h o u t , b u t  by h i s  i n a b i l i t y  to  s u r v iv e  c u t  o f f
from  the r e s t o r a t iv e  f o r c e s  o f  th e  s o c i a l  o r  ' n a t u r a l 1 w o r ld .
Huysmans h im s e lf  makes a  s i m i l a r  p o in t  to  G r o jn o v s k i  i n  a  p a ssa g e
i n  C e r t a in s  ( 1 8 8 9 ) s  w ith  a  c e r t a i n  b i t t e r  i r o n y ,  he a p p l ie s  T a in e 's
d o c t r in e s  o f s o c i a l  d e te rm in is m  a  re h o u rs  and p r e s e n t s  the f ig u r e
o f  th e  'p o e ts  m a u d it ' a s  a  l o g i c a l  p ro d u c t o f  s o c i a l  l a v s
( C e r t a i n s , p . 2 0 ) .  I n  a  se n se  th e n , des E s s e in t e s  does n o t  choose
to  le a v e  e o c ie t y ,  b u t i s  pushed o u t .  We o b s e rv e  him c o n s t a n t ly
lo o k in g  b ack a t  s o c i e t y .  T e n g e f u lly  t r y in g  to  a a a e r t  an i n d i v i d u a l  
autonomy f o r  w h ich  a o e le t y  h as l i t t l e  n e e , b u t w h ich  i t s e l f  i s  s t i l l  
h ig h ly  dependent on s o e i e t y ' s  p ro p e r  f u n c t io n in g .  I f  d e s E s s e i n t e s ' s  
r e t r e a t  i s  e x p re s s e d  i n  th e s e  t e r n s ,  i t  a l s o  b eeo aes e a s i e r  to  
e x p la in  sone o f  th e  a p p a re n t c o n t r a d ic t io n s  i n  h i s  b e h a v io u r .
P o l i t i c a l l y ,  h i s  a t t i t u d e  s e e n s  c lo s e  to  t h a t  w h ich  P h i l ip p e  
J u l l i a n  a t t r i b u t e s  to  th e  d e c a d e n t p o e t Je a n  L o r r a in i  ' une s o r t e  
d 'a n a r e h is n e  de d r o lt e  b ase s u r  l e  m é p ris  du c a p i t a lie r n e ' .  ( 7 2 )
Bee E s s e i n t e s ' s  own r e f l e c t i o n s  on s o c i e t y ,  w h ich  o c c u r s e v e r a l  
t in e s  th ro u g h o u t th e  n o v e l and i n d i c a t e  how l i t t l e  he h a s  a c t u a l l y  
abandoned the o u t s id e ,  o s c i l l a t e  betw een a  tone o f  n y s t i f y i n g  
b la c k  humour and n o re  s e r io u s  o r l t i c i s n  o f  s o c i a l  h y p o o r is y .
Thus h i s  atte m p t to  t r a i n  A u g u ste  L a n g lo is  to  a t t a c k  s o c i e t y  in  
c h a p t e r  s i x  se e n s  m a in ly  In te n d e d  f o r  co m ic s h o c k  e f f e c t ;  l i k e  
B a u d e la ir e  i n  'Assommons l e s  p a u v r e s l ' .  Buysmans in v e r t s  i n  
s a d i s t i c  f a s h io n  th e  norm al p r i n c i p l e s  o f  c h a r i t y  ( ' P a i s  aux  
a u t r e s  ce qua tu  ne v e u x  pas q u ' i l s  te  f a s s e n t 1 , p . 1 1 0 ) .  The 
f a c t  t h a t  des E s s e in t e s  r e t u r n s  fro m  h i s  s a d i s t i c  r e c o l l e c t i o n s  
o f t h i s  e p is o d e , w h ich  h a s  b e s id e s  a  n o t ic e a b le  u n d e rto n e  o f  
h o m o s e x u a lity , to  r e a d in g  a  poem in c o n g r u o u s ly  e n t i t l e d  'B e  la u d e  
c a s t i t a t i s ' ,  a l s o  e n co u ra g e s u s  t o  se e t h i s  e p is o d e  a s  a  m acabre  
jo k e .  And y e t  Buysm ans draw s a  more s e r io u s  m o r a li d es E s s e in t e s  
i s  m e re ly  i m it a t i n g  s o c ie t y  i t s e l f ,  whose su p p o s e d ly  c h a r i t a b l e  
v e n t u r e s  aro u se  d e s ir e s  i n  th e  p o o r w hioh th e y  a r e  f o r b id d e n  to  
f u l f i l ;  u n iv e r s a l  e d u c a t io n  th u s  in c r e a s e s  m oral s u f f e r in g  and  
s t im u la t e s  h a t r e d  ( p . 1 1 1 ) .  ( 7 3 )  S i m i l a r l y ,  the t r u c u le n t  bad  
t a s t e  o f  des E s s e i n t e s ' s  th o u g h ts  on b i r t h  o o n t r o l i n  c h a p t e r  
t h ir t e e n  ( ' l l  n ' e t a i t  p o in t  de m énage, s i  r io h e  q u ' i l  f i t ,  q u i  
ne c o n f i l i  se e  e n f a n t s  è  l a  l e s s i v e . . . ' ,  p .2 5 6 )  r e v e a l s ,  b e h in d
t h i s  g r u t io a t  humour, a  v i s i o n  o f  u n i v s r s a l  m is e r y ,  m ise ry  w hich
oont r o i s  on a b o r t io n  s w r s ly  p e r p e t u a t e .
T s t  d e s p it e  t h i s  d e n u n c ia t io n , d es E s s e i n t e s ' s  own w o rld  a t
E o n t e n a y -a u x -R o s e s  can  o n ly  f u n o t io n  b e ca u se  s o o ie t y  a t  la r g e  can
a f f o r d  to  a llo w  him  an Income o f  5 0 , 0 0 0  f r a n c s  a  y e a r  ( a  dosen tim e s
H uysm ans' own s a l a r y ) ,  to  f u r n is h  him  w it h  lu x u r y  g o o d s , s e r v a n t s ,
and so  o n . I n  no way does des E s s e in t e s  fe n d  f o r  h im s e lf  m a t e r i a l l y .
A t  t im e s , he i s  a c t u a l l y  p re p a re d  to  p r a is e  the in v e n t io n s  o f  the
i n d u s t r i a l  a g e : i n ,  f o r  exam p le, h i s  m u sin g s on r a i l w a y  e n g in e s
( c h a p t e r  tw o ), o r  on perfume f a c t o r i e s  ( c h a p t e r  t e n ) .  T h is  i s  no
doubt b e c a u s e , a s  B oger Kempf s a y s ,  th e dandy i s  o p p o se d , n o t  to
the a c t u a l  in v e n t io n s  o r  d is c o v e r ie s  o f  p r o g r e s s ,  b u t  to  the
id e o lo g y  n o r m a lly  a s s o c ia t e d  w it h  p r o g r e s s ,  ' l e  s o t  d is c o u r s  q u i
s 'e n  e m p a re '. ( 7 4 )  I n  the c a se  o f  lo c o m o tiv e s  an d  p e rfu m e s, des
E s s e in t e s  u s e s  them a s  exam ples w h ich  i l l u s t r a t e  h i s  own p h ilo s o p h y !
he i s  n o t  in t e r e s t e d  i n  the r a i lw a y s  a s  a  form  o f  t r a n s p o r t  o r
co m m u n ica tio n . I n  a  s i m i l a r  w ay, Kempf s u g g e s ts  t h a t  the d an d y' s
m isogyny i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  due to  a  r e f u s a l  o f  the b o u r g e o is  id e o lo g y
o f s e x . The dandy a t t a c k s  women b e ca u se
i l  e s t  à  c r a in d r e  q u ' e l l e s  ne p e r p é t u e n t , p a r  l a  m a te r n ité  
e t  l ' é d u c a t i o n ,  l e s  t u r p it u d e s  de l a  m orale  b o u r g e o is e . 
I n c r im in e r ,  comme l e  f a i t  B a u d e la ir e ,  c e t t e  c a t é g o r ie  de 
l a  c o p u la t io n , prend un s e n s  p r é c is  d an s un e s o c ié t é  q u i  
c é lé b r é  l ' i n s t i n c t  g é n é s iq u e . ( 7 5 )
Though su ch  an in t e r p r e t a t io n  seems an in a d e q u a te  e x p la n a t io n
o f e i t h e r  B a u d e la ir e 's  o r H uysm ans' m iso g yn y ( t h e  w e ll-k n o w n
comment i n  Mon co e u r mie à  n u . ' L a  femme e s t  n a t u r e l l e . c ' e s t - à - d i r e
a b o m in a b le ', ( 7 6 )  s u r e l y  a t t a c k s  n a t u r e  a s  e x e m p lif ie d  by woman,
and n o t 'b o u r g e o is  m o r a l i t y ' ) ,  K e m p f's  argum ent s t i l l  h e lp s
su g g e s t  a  p o in t  t h a t  w i l l  be d e v e lo p e d  l a t e r  i n  t h i s  s e c t io n ,
t h a t  d e s E s s e i n t e s ' s  'a t t a c k '  on n a t u r e ,  l i k e  h i s  r e t r e a t ,  i s
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i n  la r g e  p a r t  e x t e r n a l l y  c o n d it io n e d .
A t  f i r s t  s i g h t  A r e  h o u rs  n ay w e ll  a p p e a r t o  he an e x c e l l e n t
i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f  L u k á c s * a argum ent i n  The H i s t o r i c a l  M orel t h a t  th e
p o s t -1 8 4 8  n o r e l and i n  p a r t i c u l a r  n a t u r a lis m  v e r s  u n a b le  to  d e a l
w ith  th e  r e a l  h i s t o r i c a l  problem s o f  t h e i r  ages
by r e s t r i c t i n g  i t e e l f  e x c l u s i v e l y  to  the f a i t h f u l  r e p r o d u c t io n  
o f  im m ed iate r e a l i t y  n a t u r a l is m  robbed l i t e r a t u r e  o f  i t s  power 
to  g iv e  a  l i v i n g  and dynam ic p ic t u r e  o f  th e  e s s e n t i a l  d r i v i n g  
f o r c e s  o f  h i s t o r y .  ( 7 7 )
I n s t e a d ,  ' b r u t a l i t y  i n  th e  p r e s e n t a t io n  o f  p h y s ic a l  p r o c e s s ,
v e i l e d  b y b i o l o g i c a l  m y s t ic is m *  comes to  the f o r e ;  i n  F l a u b e r t ' s
S a la m a b S . th e ' c h i e f  l s e u e ' ,  the s o c i a l  d eve lo p m en t o f  man, i s
submerged by d e o o r a t iv e  s p le n d o u r  and a  co m p la ce n t i n s i s t e n c e  on
a t r o c i t y }  in  M aupassant's Tine v i e , the a c t io n , though s e t  under
the B e s t o r a t l o n ,  i s  p u r e ly  p r i v a t e .  ( 7 8 )  T h is  i s  no do ubt b e c a u s e ,
as R .  T erd im an  p u ts  i t  i n  h i s  s t u d y  o f s o l ip s is m  i n  th e F r e n c h
n o v e l,  The D i a l e c t i c s  o f  I s o l a t i o n , h i s t o r y  a f t e r  18 4 8  i s  no lo n g e r
seen a s  't h e  fo ro e  t h a t  g e n e ra te s  and r e v e a ls  t r u t h  i n  th e w o r ld ' .  ( 7 9 )
Terdim an c o n t in u e s  L u k a o s 's  arg u m en t, t r y in g  to  d e m o n stra te  how
the r e t r e a t  from  h i s t o r y  and the s o c i a l  p r o c e s s  le a d s  to  an
in c r e a s i n g l y  f o r m a l is e d ,  s o l i p s i s t i c  typ e o f  f i o t i o n s
R e s E e e e in t e s  o b j e c t i f i e s  t e n d e n c ie s  tow ard i n a c t io n  and 
tow ard th e t o t a l  i n t e r i o r i s a t i o n  o f  e x p e r ie n c e  t h a t  were 
n o t  f u l l y  r e a l i s e d  i n  F l a u b e r t .  The b re a k  w it h  the o u t s id e ,  
w it h  th e w o rld  o f  c o n c r e t e  s o c i a l  r e a l i t y ,  and the i s o l a t i o n  
o f  the h e ro  a re  h e r e  v i r t u a l l y  co m p le te d . F l a u b e r t  was 
s t i l l  b i t t e r l y  f i g h t i n g  th e o u t s id e }  b u t f o r  Huysmans i n  
t h i s  n o v e l ( o r  a t  l e a s t  i n  some o f  i t s  m ost im p o rt a n t  
s c e n e s )  the o u t a id e  s im p ly  becomes i r r e l e v a n t .
L ik e  B ouvard e t  P e c u c h e t .  A r e b o u r s  r e j e c t s  the ' d i a l e c t i c '
between s e l f  and s o c ie t y s
I n  them , from  d i f f e r e n t  d i r e c t i o n s ,  the d i a l e c t i c  between  
th e  i n d i v i d u a l  a n d  h ie  s u r r o u n d in g s , betw een th e i n s i d e  and 
th e o u t e id e , i s  f i n a l l y  a b o l is h e d .  They a r e  among th e  f i r s t  
r a d i c a l l y  f o r s i a l i e t  w orks i n  modern f i c t i o n .  ( . . . )  An e n t ir e  
l i t e r a t u r e  a b o u t the c r e a t io n  o f  l i t e r a t u r e  w i l l  f o llo w  from  
th e f a i l u r e  o f  l i f e  o u t s id e ,  o f  w h ich  th e s e  books s t a n d  a s  
e a r l y  and p r e s t i g i o u s  i n d i c a t i o n s .  (8 0 )
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The Bor* on* t h in k s  a b o u t T e r d lm a n 's  r e m a r k s , how ever, th a h a r d e r  
I t  bacoaaa to  a e o a p t t h a n . Ho aaama to  aaouao t h a t  b e ca u se  deo  
E s s e in t e s  t r i o s  to  o u t  h im s e lf  o f f  f r o a  s o c i a l  r e a l i t y ,  s o c i a l  
r e a l i t y  th e r e fo re  h a s no p la o e  i n  th e  n o v e l ;  o r  t h a t  b eeau se dee  
E s s e in t e s 's  p r o je c t  i s  ' f o r a a l i s t ' ,  A r e h o u r s  h a s no r e f e r e n t i a l  
v a l u e .
T e t  des E s s e in t e s  i s  no B o b in so n  C r u s o e . W hereas M ic h e l  
T o u r n le r ' s B o b in so n  ( i n  V e n d r e d i ou l e s  l i a b e s  du P a d f i o u e .  19 6 9 )  
i s  t o t a l l y  i s o l a t e d  f r o a  W estern  s o c ie t y  and c u lt u r e  and u n d e rg o e s  
a com plete m etam o rp ho sis ( u n l ik e  D e f o e 's  h e r o , who s im p ly  r e c r e a t e s  
a  re d u ce d  v e r s io n  o f  W estern  c u lt u r e  on h i s  i s l a n d ) ,  des E s s e in t e s  
i s  u lt im a t e ly  d ep endent on th e v o r ld  ' o u t s i d e ' ,  b o th  f o r  h i s  
m a t e r ia l r e s o u r c e s ,  and a l s o  f o r  th e  c o n t e n t  o f  h ie  a e s t h e t ic  
p r o je c t s  ( a r t ,  l i t e r a t u r e ,  je w e ls ,  p e r f u s e s  a l l  cone from th e  
' o u t s i d e ' ) .  O b v io u s ly  A r e h o u r s  i s  n o t a  p o l i t i c a l  o r  d ocum entary  
n o v e l;  b u t i t  seems to  e x e m p lif y  th e  v e r y  ' d i a l e c t i c *  t h a t  T erd im an  
c la im s  i t  a b o l is h e s .  E s s e n t i a l l y ,  the n o v e l d e m o n stra te s th e  
in t e r a c t io n  o f  c o n t r a d ic t o r y  f o r c e s  t h a t  i n  the lo n g  term  a r e  
shown to be in s e p a r a b le  (th o u g h  a d a i t t e d l y  a t  t h i s  p o in t  Huysmans 
does n o t o f f e r  a  s y n t h e s is  o r  s o lu t io n  t o  t h i s  c o n f l i c t ) .  The 
a p p a re n t s e p a r a t io n  o f  s p i r i t  and b o d y, w h ic h  a re  r e -u n it e d  
d e s t r u c t iv e l y  th ro u g h  ' l a  n e v r o s e ' ,  h a s been m en tio n ed ; the  
in v e s t ig a t io n  o f  d es E s s e in t e s  a s  dandy h a s  shown t h a t  the  
dandy f u n c t io n s  a g a in s t  s o c ie t y  f r o a  w it h in  s o c ie t y  —  des  
E s s e in t e s 's  p o s it io n  o f  d e f ia n e e  ca n  o n ly  e x i s t  i f  he h as so m e th in g  
to  d e f y . Be i s  n o t  a  h e r m it ; he does n o t  become a  new n a n . I f  
des E s s e in t e s  i s  ' a l i e n a t e d ' ,  Huysmans a l s o  p r e s e n ts  the c o n d it io n s  
and p ro c e s s  o f  t h i s  a l i e n a t i o n .  F a r  fro m  b e in g  ' i r r e l e v a n t ' ,  the  
p resen ce o f  the o u t e id e  a s  a  norm i s  v i t a l  to  the key s c e n e s  o f
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A rebourn d u  E ssein tes's  London in chapter eleven, for example, 
i s  not simply iu g in a ry , but c o m b  to l i f e  through tho re a lity  
of the Paris through which ha tra v els , whose material presence 
is  evoked with painstaking v irtu o sity . The nightnare shows besides 
how the outside irrupts into dss E ssein tes's  world as a v iru len t, 
destructive force which he cannot r e s is t .  This brings us to a 
third expression o f d ia lectical opposition in A rebours» des 
Esseintes nay pretend to invert 'n a tu re ', but nature sooner or 
la ter  gets the better of him. He attempts to absorb his surroundings 
into hinaelf —  and f a i l s .
J u s t  a s  des E s s e in t e s  i s  opposed to  n a t u r e  ( o r  a t  l e a s t  
t h in k s  he i s )  and y e t  i s ,  a s  a  l i v i n g  o rg a n is m , p a r t  o f  n a t u r e ,  
so too he c a n n o t e s c a p e  the s o c i a l  p r o c e s s .  As P a u l B o u rg e t s a y s ,  
' l e s  p ir e s  r é v o l t e s  c o n tre  l a  n a t u r e  s o n t  e m p riso n n é e s d an s l a  
n a t u r e ' ,  ( 6 1 )  a n d ,
Hotre temps agit sur nous directement e t  indirecteM nt, 
s i l 'o n  peut d ire, et ceux qui le  haïssent e t  s 'e ffo rce n t  
de le  fu ir dans le  paradis d'un songe, par cette haine 
même et par cette fu ite  lu i appartiennent e t  manifestent 
quelque chose de lu i .  ( 82 )
B o b e r t  B a l d i c k ' s  e x c e l l e n t  E n g l i s h  t r a n s l a t io n  o f  A r e b o u r s  i s  
c a l l e d  A g a in s t  n a t u r e  (P e n g u in  1 9 5 9 ) «  Though t h i s  n ay se e n  
p r e f e r a b le  to  A g s in e t  the G r a in  ( t h e  t i t l e  o f  e a r l i e r  t r a n s l a t i o n s ) ,  
i t  i s  p o t e n t i a l l y  m is le a d in g *  w h ile  A r e b o u r s  s u g g e s ts  a  p r o je c t  
o f o p p o s it io n , b a s e d  on p e r v e r s io n  o r  i n v e r s i o n .  A g a in s t  M ature  
s u g g e s ts  t o t a l  r e j e c t i o n .  ( 8 3 )  Y e t  u l t i m a t e l y ,  a s  B o u rg e t s a y s ,  
n a t u r e  i s  a lw a y s th e  a r b it e r  o f  e x is t e n c e |  c o n s e q u e n tly  o p p o s it io n  
can n e v e r b e co s*  a b s o lu t e  r e v o l t .  P e rh a p s t h i s  i s  why an u n f r ie n d ly  
c r i t i c  l i k e  J u l e s  L e m a itre  d is m is s e s  A r e b o u r s  a s  a  'g a g e u re *  —  
s e e in g  the book a s  a  s o r t  o f  p e r v e r s e  w ager h a n g in g  on th e edge  
o f c o n t r a d ic t io n .  (8 4 )  I n  f a c t ,  h o w e v e r, w h a te v e r the p ara d o xe s
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o r  c o n t r a d ic t o r y  im p u ls o »  o f  do» E s s e i n t e s ' s  b e h a v io u r , Huysmans 
h im s e lf  make» no p rotonoo o f  d e m o lls h in g 'n a t u r e  ' .  I n  th e end i t  
i »  do» E s s o in  to »  who i s  b ro u g h t down and abandoned to  h i s  f a t » }  
h i s  p r o je c t  i s  a  f a i l u r e .
B u t A re b o u r s  i s  n o t  a  d o le f u l  o r  s a r d o n ic  a c c o u n t o f  
f a i l u r e  ( u n l ik e  En ménage o r  A v a u - l ' e a u ) .  I t s  b e s t  s p is o d e s  
have a  dense v e r b a l  t e x t u r e  and im a g in a t iv e  c o s t  w h ich  i s  both  
in v e n t iv e  and o u t r a g e o u s . Buysm ans t e r m in a t e s  d e s E s s e i n t e s ' s  
a e s t h e t ic  c a r e e r  ( f o l lo w in g  the im p e r a t iv e s  o f  n a t u r e  and  
n a t u r a l is m ) ,  b u t  the r e a l  charm  o f  the b o o k  l i e s  i n  i t s  u n r o l l i n g  
o f  th e  h e r o 's  e n t e r p r i s e ,  h i s  f l a g r a n t  e x p lo r a t io n  o f  th e l i m i t s  
o f  good t a s t e ,  c r e d i b i l i t y  and n o r m a l it y .  Des E s s e i n t e s ' s  
p r o je c t  can p e rh a p s be d e f in e d  a c c o r d in g  t o  th re e  te rm si 
s o l i p s i s m ,  in v e r s io n  and h y p e r b o la . ( 8 9 )  S o lip s is m  h a s  
a lr e a d y  been m e n tio n e d . Des E s s e i n t e s ' s  r e t r e a t  from  s o c ie t y  
can be e x te n d e d  to  become a  r e t r e a t  from  e x is t e n c e ,  the ' b r u t e ' .  
Thus a c c o r d in g  to  M ic h e l L e m a ir e ,
Le  dandy v a  t e n t e r  d 'é l im in e r  en l u i  t o u t  ce q u i
a p p a r t ie n t  à  l a  n a t u r e ,  à  l ' a n i m a l i t é ,  à  l 'h u m a n it é
c o u r a n t e , i l  v a  s ' e f f o r c e r  de n i e r  l ' e x i s t e n c e .  (8 6 )
B u t th e  s u c c e s s  o f  t h i s  r e t r s a t  seems p r e o a r io u s .  B oth  
s o l i t u d e  and p h y s io lo g y  a lw a y s a p p e a r a s  m e n acin g  f o r c e s  i n  
B uysm ans' w o r k s . The body beoomes a  s o r t  o f  t o r t u r e  cham ber} 
th e demands o f  th e  s e n s e s  a r e  u n a v o id a b le }  s a t i s f a c t i o n  i s  
a lw a y s in c o m p le t e , b r in g in g  f r u s t r a t io n  a n d  s u f f e r in g ,  n e v e r  
p le a s u r e .  D es E s s e i n t e s ' s  r s b e l l io u s n e s a  r e s u l t s  i n  t o t a l  l o s s  
o f c o n t r o l  o v s r  th e 'm a c h in e 's  one c a n n o t r e t r e a t  from  th e body 
and ig n o r e  i t  —  i f  one d o e s , i t  ta k e s  o v e r .  C h a p te r  t h ir t e e n  
ends w it h  a  b r u t a l  a f f ir m a t io n  o f  the a l l - e m b r a c in g  r e a l i t y  o f  
the stom aoh , f o r  e x a m p le . R e t r e a t  from  p h y s i c a l  r e a l i t y  m ust
f a i l ,  w hether t h a t  r e a l i t y  i a  s o c i a l  o r  p h y s i o l o g i c a l |  f o r  Huysm ana,
m an's e x is t e n c e  i s  ro o te d  i n  a  v i o l e n t l y  n a t u r a l i s t  v e r s io n  o f
n a t u r e .  There i a  no e t h e r e a l p la n e  to  e s c a p e  t o t  even  i n  h i s
C a t h o l ic  w o rk s, h i s  s a in t s  and n y s t i c s  a re  r e o o g n is e d  by th e
noisom e ste n c h  o f  t h e i r  r o t t i n g  b o d ie s .
J .  H a lp e r n  a c t u a l l y  p r e s e n ts  d e s E s s e i n t e s ' s  w ith d ra w a l a s
a k in d  o f  r i t u a l  d e a t h , a lth o u g h  a s  he a ls o  c a l l s  the house a t
F o n te n a y -a u x -B o s e s  a  'womb', m e ta p h o r ic a l r e b i r t h  n ig h t  se e n  a
b e t t e r  e x p r e e s io n . (8 7 )  I n  f a c t ,  h o w ever, d e s E s s e in t e s  i s  the
c r e a t o r ,  n o t th e  c r e a t io n ,  o f  t h i s  'w om b'.  (8 8 )  D e s p it e  h i s
' p u is s a n t e  n o s t a l g i c  de l a  f o e t a l i t e '  ( a s  D om inique H ogues p u ts
i t ) ,  he w ish e s t o  c o n t r o l h i s  w o r ld , to  a c h ie v e  v o l u n t a r i l y  what
P r o u s t 's  n a r r a t o r  g a in s  by c h a n c e :
Chez Des E s s e i n t e s ,  en e f f e t ,  e ' e s t  m oins l e  sonde e x t e r ie u r  
q u i p ro vo q u e l a  s e n s a t io n  ( . . . ) ,  que l a  s e n s a t io n  q u i eree  
l e  monde e x t e r i e u r .  (8 9 )
L i t e r a l  d e a th  h a s  n o th in g  to  do w ith  t h i s  s t r a ta g e m : n o t h in g  seems 
c lo s e r  to  n a t u r e  th a n  a  r o t t in g  o o rp a e . On th e  c o n t r a r y ,  d e s  
E s s e in t e s  a t te m p ts  to  e scap e  the body by s u b ju g a t in g  i t  to  s p i r i t .  
P erh ap s because o f  h i s  e v e n t u a l s u b m is s io n  to  ' l a  n e v r o a e ',  c r i t i c s  
l i k e  H ennequin a n d  L e m a itre  p r e s e n t  d e s E s s e in t e s  a s  a  c r e a t u r e  
v i r t u a l l y  d e v o id  o f  w i l l ,  ( 9 0 ) though h i s  e n t e r p r is e  i s  r e a l l y  
meant to  r e p r e s e n t  a  triu m p h  o f  th e w i l l ,  o f  m ind o v e r m a t t e r .
A s im p le  exam ple o f  t h i s  i s  h i s  h a b it  o f  w e a rin g  f u r  c o a t s  i n  a  
h ea t-w ave and f o r c i n g  h im s e lf  to  s h iv e r  w ith  e o ld  ( p .2 5 9 )  * u n l ik e  
M. F o l a n t in ,  d e s  E s s e in t e s  r e f u s e s  to  su b m it to  the p r e s s u r e s  o f  
the s e a s o n s . H im  a m b itio n  m ig h t p e rh a p s be Judged from  th e f a c t  
th a t  the e p ig r a p h  to  the n o v e l i s  ta k e n  from  th e F le m is h  m y s t ic  
Ja n  va n  B u y s b r o e e k .
Des E s s e i n t e s ,  th e n , s t r i v e s  to  make the w o rld  a  f u n c t io n
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o f b io  c o n s c io u s n e s s , 1  » s m in a t ion t a k in g  o v e r from  a  d egraded  
r e a l i t y .  T h is  g o a l n ig h t  be aeon a s  p o s i t i v e  and i d e a l l a t i c s  
a s  L e n a ir e  re m a rk s ,
On p e n t d ie o u t e r  dea g o t t e  p a r t i c u l i è r e  de dea E s s e l n t e s ,  
n a ie  ce q u i in p o r t e  e e t  l a  dém arche du dandy q u i f a i t  de 
chaque i n s t a n t  un I n s t a n t  de c h o ix ,  d 'é lé v a t io n  s e n s u e lle  
e t  e e t h é t iq u e .  ( 9 1 )
When dee E s a e in t e s  e x t o le  t h e ' a r t i f i c i a l  ' ,  the s u c c e s s e s  o f  the
r a ilw a y  e n g in e e r  o r  h o r t i c u l t u r i s t ,  t h i s  c o u ld  be in t e r p r e t e d  a s
a  d e s ir e  to  a s s e r t  th e t r iu n p h  o f  human w i l l  o v e r n a t u r e ,  the
autonomy o f  th e c r e a t iv e  a r t i s t  o v e r th e  l i f e  p r o c e s s . S u t
though su ch  Prom ethean f a n t a s i e s  a l s o  o c c u r  e lse w h e re  i n  Huysm ans'
w r it in g s ,  ( 9 2 )  i n  A re b o u r s  th e a u th o r  r a p i d l y  d is p e l s  an y b e l i e f
t h a t  a e s t h e t ic  a c t i v i t y  p r o v id e s  a  s o l u t i o n  f o r  a  c h a r a c t e r  who
r e je c t s  the w o r ld . S e s  E s s e i n t e s ' s  s o c i a l  in d ep en d en ce i s  shown
to  be f a l s e ;  the body r e a s s e r t s  i t s e l f  o v e r  the s p i r i t ;  h i s
autonomy i s  i n f i l t r a t e d  and d e s t r o y e d .
L e m a ire  d e f in e s  «nnu< a s  f a i l u r e  o f  d e s i r e ,  as
l ' é t a t  d ans le q u e l  sombre l ' t t r e  d o n t l e s  d é s ir s  s o n t  
e n t r a v é s  p a r  l a  r é a l i t é ,  ooupés à  l a  r a c in e  p a r  l e  monde. ( 9 3 )
By d e l ib e r a t e l y  t r y in g  to  c u t  h im s e lf  o f f  from  the w o r ld , c r e a t in g
a vacuum arou n d  h im s e l f ,  d e s E s s e in t e s  seem s i n  a  way to  be r e n d e r in g
h im se lf p a r t ic u la r ly  vu ln era b le  to  the 'v o i d ' .  (9 4 ) Only h is  w i l l
p r o t e c t s  him  (h e i s  w ith o u t  human o o n ta o t  o r s o c i a l  p u r p o s e ) , and
i n  f a c t  the f r e n e t io  e x c e s s  o f  some o f  h i s  a t t i t u d e s  and a c t io n s
seems to  r e f l e c t  an i m p l i c i t  f e a r  o f  e m p tin e s s t  h i s  d e c o r a t iv e
p r o je c t s  l i t e r a l l y  f i l l  i n  h i s  e x i s t e n c e .  Le m a ire  in d e e d  d e f in e s
' l a  n é v r o s e ' n o t  a s  th e  a t t a c k  o f  n a t u r e ,  a s  I  have s u g g e s te d , b u t
o f 'e n n u i d o u b lé  de c r i s e s  n e r v e u s s s ' .  ( 9 3 )
C o n s e q u e n t ly , one f u n e t io n  o f  th e  h y p e rb o le  t h a t  c h a r a c t e r is e s
A re b o u r s  seems to be t h a t  o f  e o n o e a lm e n tt d e l ib e r a t e  o v e rs ta te m e n t
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p ro d u ce s o o ssd p  o r  sh o o k, d i s g u i s i n g  th s  s s s s n t l s l  p o in t l s s s n s s s  
o f th s  g e s t u r e  d e s c r ib e d . W hereas w e a rin g  a  f u r  o o a t i n  e o ld  
w eath er s u r r a s  th e  o b v io u s p u rp o se o f  p r o t e c t io n  a g a in s t  the e o ld ,  
w e a rin g  a  f u r  e o a t  i n  a  h e a t-w a v e  seems a  somewhat p u e r i l e  way o f  
a s s o r t in g  in d if f e r e n c e  to  h e a t  o r  e o ld .  We s u s p e e t  t h a t  the  
m eaning o f  t h i s  g e s tu r e  does n o t  l i e  i n  the. tr iu m p h  o f  m ind o v e r  
m a t t e r , b u t i n  th e  acco m p lish m e n t o f  th e  g e s t u r e  o f  d e f ia n c e  i t s e l f  
—  d e s E s s o i n t e s ' s  a s s e r t io n  o f  h i s  w ith d ra w a l from  norm al p a t t e r n s  
o f b e h a v io u r . And the g e s tu r e  o f  c o u rs e  d e p e n d s, f o r  i t s  v a r y  
a b n o r m a lit y , on a  c e r t a in  f a i t h  i n  w hat i s  h e ld  to  be n o rm a l.
(One o f  d es E s s e i n t e s ' s  re a s o n s  f o r  l i v i n g  by n ig h t  i s  t h a t  i t  
d is t in g u is h e s  him  from  o th e r  p e o p le , p p .2 0 - 2 1 . )  The p o t e n t i a l l y  
h e r o ic  a s p e o t o f  des E s s e i n t e s ' s  v e n t u r e  te n d s i n  p r a c t ic e  to  
a p p e a r r a t h e r  n e g a t iv e .  H is  b e h a v io u r  i s  o o m ie a lly  s c a n d a lo u s ,  
i n  no way to  be ad m ired) h i s  r e v o l t  i s  c o n d it io n e d  by what he 
r e v o l t s  a g a in s t )  one f e e l s ,  so  to  s p e a k , t h a t  he i s  a  f a k e r ,  n o t  
a  f a k i r .
To turn to  the th ird  term which i t  was suggested  might 
d e fin e  dee E s s e in te s 's  p r o je c t ,  in v e r s io n , e s s e n t ia l ly  he p r a c t is e s  
'l 'e s t h é t iq u e  du détournem ent', a  sy s te m a tic , e n cy clop ed ic  re v e rs a l 
o f  a ccepted  v a lu e s . (9 6 ) The s a d is t i c  e x p lo i t s  which he r e c o l l e c t s  
in  chapter s ix  are r e f le c t e d  in  the postu re  whioh des E ssein tes 
s t r ik e s  throughout the r e s t  o f  the book . In^deed, a ccord in g  to  
Huysmans, the fo r c e  o f  sadism , as he d e fin e s  i t  in  chapter tw elve 
o f  A reb ou rs , l i e s  n ot in  sexual c r u e lty  o r  the p ra c t ic e  o f  e v i l ,  
but in  the inu4««»nn , produced by s a c r i le g e ,  the d e f i l in g  o f  the 
sa cred , the moral i d e a l i s t i c  r e b e l l io n  o f  the à rebours (p p .2 4 1 -4 4 ) .(97 )
Y e t  Huysm ans h im s e lf  p o in t s  o u t th e  o o n t r a d ié t io n s  in h e r e n t  
i n  the a t t i t u d e  o f  the s a d is t -e u m - e a t a n ia t ,  co m p arin g  him  to  a
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c h i l d  w i l f u l l y  d e f y in g  l t a  p a r e n t s i  h e  s u b s t i t u t e s  th e  d e v i l  f o r  
God, w h ile  c o n t in u in g  t o  hope God w i l l  denn him  and s im u lt a n e o u s ly  
d e n y in g  th e  e x is t e n c e  o f  God ( p . 2 4 3 ) .  (G e o rg e s 2 1 i n  end S in o n e  
de B e a u v o ir  make su o h  th e  e a se  p o in t  a b o u t S a d e ,  a lth o u g h  th e y  se e  
h i a  b a s i c a l l y  a s  a  M a t e r i a l i s t  a t h e i s t . )  ( 9 8 ) Does d e s E a s e in t e s 'e  
own r e b e l l i o n  r e v e a l  e u ch  w i l f u l  c o n t r a d ic t io n s T  One ean c e r t a i n l y  
see t h a t  h i s  p r o je c t  e a n , on th e  one h a n d , be p r e s e n te d  a s  a  
c r e a t iv e  s e a r c h  f o r  new v a lu e s  o r  e x p e r ie n c e  ( d e s  E s s e i n t e s  a s  
P ro m e th e u s), o r  on th e  o t h e r ,  a s  an e x e r c is e  i n  p e r v e r s i t y  (d e s  
E s s e in t e s  a s  b la s p h e m e r ) . One n ig h t  arg u e  t h a t ,  f o r  th e  'b la s p h e m e r ',  
s t r i k i n g  an a t t i t u d e ,  c r e a t in g  a  s h o c k  e f f e c t  by th e  d i s p l a y  o f  
h i s  p e r v e r s i t y ,  i s  w hat c o u n t s . The f a c t  t h a t  one ca n  d e m o n stra te  
t h a t  he i s  a c t u a l l y  h id e b o u n d  by th e  norms he r e j e c t s ,  t h a t  h i s  
p o s tu re  c o n t a in s  p a t e n t  c o n t r a d i c t i o n s ,  does n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  
d e m o lish  h i s  p o s i t i o n :  on th e  c o n t r a r y ,  su ch  a  b la t a n t  a b se n ce  o f  
l o g i c  p e rh a p s i s  a  f u r t h e r  a f f ir m a t io n  o f  h i s  p e r v e r s i t y .  A . E .  C a r t e r  
rem arks t h a t  th e  d e c a d e n ts  r e j e c t  th e  'n a t u r a l*  w h ile  a c c e p t in g  
t h a t  the n a t u r a l  ¿ s  ' n a t u r a l ' .  'P r o a  the v e r y  b e g in n in g , d e c a d e n t  
s e n s i b i l i t y  i s  th u s  s e l f - o o n s e i o u s l y  p e r v e r s e ' ,  a p p a r e n t ly  l i m i t e d  
to  a  p u r e ly  n e g a t iv e  p o s i t i o n .  ( 9 9 )  S i m i l a r l y ,  M a rio  P r a x  q u o te s  
two p a s s a g e s  fro m  J u s t i n e , one o f  w h ic h  s t a t e s  t h a t  n a t u r e ' s  
dom inion i s  in e s e a p a b le ,  s in c e  th e a c t s  o f  the b la sp h e m e r a re  
w it h in  and determ ined b y  n a t u r e ,  w h ile  the o th e r  e x p r e s s e s  a  
f r a n t i c  d e s ir e  to  o u tra g e  and o v e r t u r n  n a t u r e .  ( 1 0 0 )  Ve se e n  to  
be l e f t  w ith  a  d e s ir e  f o r  freedom  w h ic h  r e c o g n is e s  i t s  own im p o ss­
i b i l i t y .  I f  one a c c e p t s  Simone de B e a u v o ir 's  v e r s io n  o f  S a d e ,  
how ever, A  r e h o u r s ,  a t  l e a s t  a t  f i r s t  s i g h t ,  seem sto a d o p t a  
p o s it io n  w h ieh  i s  th e  r e v e r s e  o f  S a d e 's :
du o redo  g e n e ra le m e n t a c c e p t s  'L a  M ature e s t  b o n n e , s u iv o n s -
l a ' , Sade en r e j e t a n t  l e  p r e m ie r  p o in t  c o n se rv e  p a ra d o x a le a e n t
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1 * ■ •oond. L 1exam ple da l a  D a tu ra  f a r d a  una v a le u r  
im p e r a t iv e  b ia n  qua a a  l o i  a o i t  una l o i  da h a ln a  a t  
da d e s t r u c t io n .  ( 1 0 1 )
Sada both  ch a llen ges and ln lta ta a  n atu ra , Batching a r i l  w ith  e v i l s
i l  na s 'a g i t  paa da aa aouaattra à 1 'u n iv ers ; n a is  
da l ' i a i t a r  dans un l ib r a  d é f i .  (102 )
But though das E ssa in tss c e r ta in ly  doaa n o t  v ia h  to  ' i a i t a t a '
n atu re , Huysaana h im se lf u i t in a t a ly appears u n w illin g  or  unable
to  r e j e c t  e n t i r e l y  the im p e r a t iv e  o f  n a t u r e ,  and n a t u r a l is a »
B a u d e la ir e 'a  d is d a in  f o r  n a t u r a  i s  w a ll  known. ( 1 0 3 )
The fam ous boutade 'J e  s u ia  in c a p a b le  de n ' a t t e n d r i r  s u r  das
végéta u x ' (104) i s  echoed ra th e r  v u lg a r ly  by Huysaans when he
com plains! ' l l  y a un cochon da ro a s ig n o l qui e s t  dans oa t arbre
e t  q u i g u e u le  comme une v a c h e ' .  ( 1 0 3 )  B u t Le a k e y  p o in t a  o u t th e
e s s e n t i a l  a m b ig u ity  o f  B a u d e la ir e 's  a t t i t u d e .  Be i s  to rn  betw een
r e j e c t i n g  the im p u ls e s  o f  n a t u r e  and p r a is in g  the v i t a l i t y  o f
'n a tu r a l ' man, untainted by c i v i l i s e d  decay, (106 ) as he in d ic a te s
h im s e lf  i n  the N otes n o u v e lle s  s u r  E d g a r P o e. ( 1 0 7 )  One can s e t
the poem 'J 'a im e  l e  s o u v e n ir  de c e s  époques n u e s . . . '  a g a in s t  th e
'¿ lo g e  du m a q u illa g e '. Huysmans him aalf was prepared to  submit
to  n a tu re 's  charmst a d i f f e r e n t  l e t t e r  to  the abba Hugnier
d e s c r ib e s  the se n se  o f  s o o t h in g  u n it y  between s u b je c t ,  w a te r ,
e a r t h  and s k y  evoked by r e v e r i e s  b e s id e  the la k e  a t  L a  T r a p p e -
d 'lg n y .  (108 ) In  A reb ou rs , n a tu re , 'c e t t e  sem p itern elle
r a d o t e u s e ' ( p . 3 3 ) ,  a c c o r d in g  to  dea E s s e i n t e s ,  i s  to  be 'r e p la o a d '
by a r t i f i c e  ( c h a p t e r  tw o ). B u t a t  th e  h e ig h t  o f  h i s  n e rv o u s
e r i s i e ,  des E s s e in t e s  i s  d r iv e n  to  se e k  re fu g e  i n  the garden
( p p .2 5 1 - 5 2 ) ,  o r  ta k a  w a lk s  i n  th e  c o u n tr y  ( p . 1 3 0 ) i  n a t u r a ,  the
w o rld  o u t s id e  the h o u s e , on th e s e  o c c a s io n s  a p p e a rs  a s  à  p o s i t i v e .
r e s t o r a t i v e  f o r c e
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1 * se o o n d . L 'e x e m p le  da l a  D a t u r a  g a rd e  ana v a l e u r  
Im p e r a tiv e  b la n  qua a a  l o l  a o i t  u n a l o l  da h a ln a  a t  
da d a a t r u o t io n . ( 1 0 1 )
\
Sada both  c h a lle n g e s  and i a l t a t a a  n a tu re , Matching a r i l  w ith  a r i l t
i l  na s ' a g i t  p aa da aa a o u a a t t r a  a  1 ' u n iv e r s ; m ala  
da 1 ' l a i t a r  d ans un l i b r a  d e f i .  ( 1 0 2 )
B u t though daa E s s a ln t a a  c e r t a i n l y  do aa n o t  w iah to  ' i a i t a t a '
n a t u r e ,  Huyaaana h im s e lf  u l t i m a t a l y  a p p e a r s  u n w i l l in g  o r  u n a b le
to  r e j e c t  e n t i r e l y  th e  im p e r a t iv e  o f  n a t u r e ,  and n a t u r a l is m .
B a u d e la ir e 'a  d is d a in  f o r  n a t u r a  l a  w a ll  known. ( 1 0 3 )
The famous boutade ' J a  a u la  in c a p a b le  da a ' a t t e n d r l r  s u r  daa
v e g e ta u x ' ( 1 0 4 ) i s  e ch o ed  r a t h e r  v u l g a r l y  by Huyamans whan ha
o o m p la in s i ' l l  y  a  un cochon da r o s s i g n o l  q u i e a t  d a n s o a t  a r b r e
a t  q u i g u e u le  comma une v a c h e ' .  ( 1 0 3 )  B u t Le ak e y p o in t s  o u t the
e s s e n t ia l  a m b ig u ity  o f  B a u d e la ir e 's  a t t i t u d e .  He i s  to rn  betw een
r e je c t i n g  the im p u ls e s  o f  n a t u r e  and p r a i s i n g  the v i t a l i t y  o f
'n a t u r a l '  man, u n t a in t e d  by c i v i l i s e d  d e c a y , ( 1 0 6 ) a s  he in d i c a t e s
h im s e lf  i n  the N otes n o u v e lle s  s u r  E d g a r  P o e. ( 1 0 7 )  One ca n  s e t
the poem ' J ' a i a e  l e  s o u v e n ir  de c e s  ep oq u es n u e s . . . '  a g a in s t  the
' ¿ l o g s  du m a q u i l la g e ' .  Huysmans h im s e l f  was p re p a re d  to  su b m it
to  n a t u r e 's  charm st a  d i f f e r e n t  l e t t e r  t o  the abba M u g n ier
d e s c r ib e s  the se n se  o f  s o o t h in g  u n i t y  betw een s u b je c t ,  w a te r ,
e a r t h  and s k y  evoked b y r e v e r ie s  b e s id e  the la k e  a t  L a  T r a p p e -
d ' l g n y .  ( 1 0 8 )  I n  A r e h o u r s , n a t u r e ,  ' e e t t e  s e m p it e r n e lle
r a d o t e u s e ' ( p . 3 5 ) ,  a c c o r d in g  to  d a s E s s e i n t e s ,  i s  to  be 'r e p la c e d '
by a r t i f i c e  ( c h a p t e r  tw o ). B u t a t  th e  h e ig h t  o f  h i s  n e rv o u s
c r i s i s ,  des E s s e in t e s  i s  d r iv e n  to  s o a k  re fu g e  in  the gard en
( p p .2 5 1 - 5 2 ) ,  o r  ta k a  w a lk s  i n  th e  c o u n t r y  ( p . 1 5 0 )s  n a t u r a ,  the
w orld  o u t s id e  the h o u s e , on th e s e  o c c a s io n s  a p p e a rs a s  a  p o s i t i v e .
r e s t o r a t i v e  f o r c e
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P e rh a p s one ca n  t r y  to  e x p la in  eu ch  a p p a r e n t c o n t r a d ic t io n s , 
n o t  hy a p p e a lin g  to  the i l l o g i o  o f  p e r v e r s i t y ,  h u t  b y  a r g u in g  t h a t  
A re h o u rs  a t t a c h e  n o t  n a t u r e  i t s e l f ,  h u t  a  c e r t a i n  o o n c e p tio n  o f  
n a t u r e  ( j u s t  aa K e a p f m a in ta in e d  t h a t  B a u d e la ir e ' a  a ie o g y n y  sp ra n g  
f r o n  a  r e j e c t i o n  o f  th e b o u r g e o is  Id e o lo g y  o f  e e x , n o t  o f  s e x u a l it y  
i t s e l f ) .  A b a s is  f o r  t h i s  v ie w  c a n  in d e e d  be fo u n d  i n  B a u d e la ir e 's  
'£ lo g e  du m a q u il la g e 1 .  C o n t r a r y  to  w hat A . E .  C a r t e r  e l a i n a ,  he a t  
l e a s t  r e j e c t s  the e ig h t e e n t h -c e n t u r y  n o t io n  o f  n a t u r e  a s  an  
a r b it e r  o f  M o r a lit y  o r  b e a u t y . M ature i n  th e  raw i e  e v i l  and  
d e s t r u c t i v e ;  c i v i l i s a t i o n  an d  v i r t u e  a r e  ia p o s e d  up o n i t  and i n  
t h i s  eenee ' a r t i f i c i a l ' .  Where S ad e f o llo w s  n a t u r e  w hich  he too  
s e e s  a s  e v i l ,  B a u d e la ir e  b re a k a  w it h  i t .  ( 1 0 9 )  A c c o r d in g  to  
B a u d e la ir e ,  n a k e -u p , l a  t o i l e t t e ,  i s  l ik e w is e  an im p o s in g  o f  
s p i r i t u a l i t y  on n a tu re  i n  th e  a e s t h e t i c  s p h e r e , an a tte m p t n o t  
to  im it a t e  n a t u r e  b u t to  re fo rm  i t .  The argum ent s h i f t s  from  a  
se e m in g ly  t a u t o lo g ic a l  d is c u s s io n  o f  w h e th e r nan o an  'e s c a p e '  
n a t u r e ,  an a b s o lu te  f o r c e ,  to  a  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  the d i f f e r e n t  ways 
m an's r e l a t io n s h i p  to  n a t u r e  ca n  be p o a it e d  and in t e r p r e t e d ;  t h i s  
im p o s it io n  o f  m eaning on n a t u r e  i s  i n  f a c t  a  way o f  d e f in in g  
• o u ltu r e * . I n  o th e r  w o rd s, A r e h o u r s  c o u ld  be c a l l e d  n o t  
A g a in s t  M a tu re , b u t A g a in s t  C u l t u r e . T h u s i f  Huysm ans a t t a c k s  
n i g h t i n g a l e s ,  i t  i s  b e ca u se  he r e j e c t s  f a o i l e  n o t io n s  o f  the  
p ic t u r e s q u e ; th e re  i s  n o t h in g  i n h e r e n t l y  c o n t r a d ic t o r y  i n  t h i s  
w it h , on a n o th e r  o c c a s io n , f i n d i n g  th e  n a t u r a l  w o r ld  a  gen u in e  
so u rc e  o f  v a l u e .
T h is  ' i d e o l o g i c a l '  in t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  A r e b o u r s  i s  c e r t a i n l y  
su p p o rte d  by the f a c t  t h a t  a  la r g e  p a r t  o f  th e book o o n s is t s  o f  
an i n v e s t i g a t io n  o f  c u l t u r e ,  and p a r t i c u l a r l y  a r t .  A e s t h e t ic  
e x p e r ie n c e  ( o u lt u r e ) i s  w hat makes th e  w o rld  ( n a t u r e )  d ig e a t ib le
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f o r  doo E s s e i n t e a .  Ho rooom bloo tho G onoourto  who a f f ir m e d !
'T o u t  oo q u i a ' o o t  pas t r a d u i t  p a r  l ' a r t  o a t  p o u r noua ooano do 
l a  v ia n d e  e r u o ' .  ( 1 1 0 )  A co ntem porary r e v ie w e r  o f  tho n o v e l  
rem arked t h a t
l o  n é v r o s é  do M. Euysm an sf ooano un B o u v a rd  ou un  
P é c u c h e t d 'u n e  e s p è c e  n o u v e lle ,  p a s s e , l u i  a u s s i ,  
on r e v u e , l o  r e p e r t o ir e  doa o o n n aia aa n o o a h u a a in o a . ( 1 1 1 )
I n  tho o p in io n  o f  B ru n n e r and C o n in e k ,
t o u t  l ' i n t é r t t  do oa l i v r e  a a t  dana eo co u p  d ' o e i l  
j e t é  p a r  un a r t i a t e  a u r  lo a  id é e s ,  le a  a r t a  e t  l a  
l i t t é r a t u r e  de n o t r e  c i v i l i s a t i o n .  ( 1 1 2 )
Aa H a lp e r a  a a y a , A re b o u ra  l a  n o t a  l i n e a r  n a r r a t i v e  b u t
e n c y c lo p e d ic  d is c o u r e « .  ( 1 1 3 ) T in e  and p lo t  g iv e  way to  a
a e r ie s  o f  e s s a y s ,  w h ile  sp a c e  a s  w e l l ,  i n  th e  s u r r o u n d in g s  dea
E s s o in t e a  c r e a t e s ,  becomes a  k in d  o f auaeum . H o t o n ly  i s  A re b o u rs
a  book a b o u t o t h e r  b o o k a, b u t i t s  d é e o r c o n s is t a  i n  p a r t  o f  a
a e r ie s  o f  c u l t u r a l  o r  l i t e r a r y  ' q u o t a t io n s ' .  Thus a s  G ro jn o w sk i
p o in t s  o u t ,  the d in in g  room d e sig n e d  l i k e  a  s h i p ' s  c a b in ,  com plete
w ith  a  oopy o f  The A d v e n tu re s o f A r t h u r  G ordon Pym. r e f e r a  to  Poe
(th o u g h  r e m in is c e n t  a ls o  o f  G a u t ie r ' s  F o r t u n io  o r  J u l e s  Y a r n s ) ;
th e  a t t i r e  o f  d e s E s s e i n t e s ' s  woman s e r v a n t  i s  m eant to  evoke a
F le m is h  B e g u in e  o o n v e n t. Huysm ans, ho w ever, in c o r p o r a t e s  most
o f  th e s e  r e f e r e n c e s  in t o  the p ro e e as o f  d e o o r a t iv e  in v e r s io n
w h ich  f u n c t io n s  th ro u g h  th e  book. Des E s  s e in  t e s  h a s no d e s ir e  to
s e t  to  s e a )  h i s  e o c l e s i a s t i c a l  t r a p p in g s  h ave l i t t l e  r e l i g i o u s
s i g n i f i c a n c e .
U n f o r t u n a t e ly ,  i f  one b e g in s  to  lo o k  i n  more do t a i l  a t  
s p e c i f i c  ex am p les d e a l in g  w ith  a r t i f i c e  and n a t u r e  i n  A r e b o u r s ,  
one f i n d s ,  n o t  th e  p o s i t i v e  e t h ic a l  co n ce rn  o f  B a u d e la ir e ,  b u t an 
e s s e n t i a l l y  n e g a t iv e ,  a l b e i t  hum orous, p o s tu r e  and l a t e n t  c o n tr a ­
d i c t i o n .  ( 1 1 4 )  The man-made oan r i v a l  n a t u r e  i n  i t s  a e s t h e t ic
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ap p e a l«  c la im s  d ea E s s e in t e s )  tout when« toy way o f  exam p le« he 
compares the charm s o f  women u n f a v o u r a b ly  to  th o se  o f  r a i lw a y — 
e n g in e s «  the p a s s a g e  s t r i k e s  u s  more th ro u g h  i t s  e o a ie  I n g e n u it y  
than i t s  p h i lo s o p h ic a l  s e r io u s n e s s .  Though a t  f i r s t  s i g h t  i t  may 
ap p ear a  p ie c e  o f  m is o g y n ie  m is c h ie f «  th e  co m p a riso n  i n  f a c t  
s u b o r d in a te s  th e a r t i f i c i a l  to  th e n a t u r a l*  f a r  from  ' r e p l a c i n g '  
women (we sh o u ld  r e o a l l  t h a t  t h i s  i s  s u p p o s e d ly  th e  p o in t  o f  th e  
argum ent« n a t u r e  h a v in g  had i t s  day« i n  d es E s s e i n t e s ' s  o p in io n ) «  
the e n g in e s  a re  a c t u a l l y  p e r s o n if ie d  a s  women« a s  an a p p e a l in g  
blonde o r  b r u n e t t e .  I n  o t h e r  w ords« n a t u r e  re m a in s  th e  p o in t  o f  
r e f e r e n c e )  i t s  a u t h o r it y  i s  u n s h a k e n .
S im i l a r l y «  d e s  E s s e in t e s  i s  amused to  f in d «  when he b u y s  h i s  
e x o t ic  f lo w e r s , t h a t  n a t u r e  h a s  been 'r e d u c e d ' to  i m it a t i n g  man­
made p ro d u o ts o r  a n im a ls '  membranes when f a s h io n in g  th e s e  h id e o u s  
blooms ( p . 1 4 1 ) .  I f  by im it a t i n g  the a r t i f i c i a l  n a t u r e  i s  'r e d u c e d ' ,  
how ever, then d e s E s s s i n t e s  m ust a c c e p t  th e i m p l i o i t  s u p e r i o r i t y  
o f the n a t u r a l  o v e r  th e  a r t i f i c i a l  i n  o t h e r  c ir c u m s t a n c e s )  o th e r w is e  
th e re  w ould be n o  re a s o n  to  se e  t h i s  a s  a  d e f e a t  f o r  n a t u r e .  I n  
c h a p te r  t e n , d e s E s s e in t e s  p r id e s  h im s e lf  on h i s  in v e n t iv e  m a s te r y  
o f the 'gram m ar' o f  p e rfu m e ry . A g a in , h o w ever, im it a t i o n  o f  a  
n a t u r a l  odour seem s to  be th e mark o f  s u c c e s s .  H a tu re  may p l a y  
no a c t iv e  p a r t  w hen, th a n k s  to  perfum es and a r t i f i c i a l  f lo w e r s ,  
he c r e a t e s  the i l l u s i o n  o f  s p r in g  i n  November i n  Pan t i n )  b u t the  
i l l u s i o n  s t i l l  a p e s  n a t u r e .
The c l im a x ,  ' 1 'exauoem ent su p rtm e ' ( p . 3 1 8 ) ,  o f  th e  e u l t  o f  
a r t i f i c e  i s  r e a c h e d  i n  c h a p t e r  f i f t e e n ,  a c c o r d in g  to  d e s  E s s e i n t e s ,  
when he b e g in s  n o u r is h in g  h im s s lf  s x o l u s i v e l y  w ith  enemas ( i . e .  
i n j e c t i o n s  o f  l i q u i d  in t o  th e la r g e  i n t e s t i n e  th ro u g h  th e  a n u s ) .
T h is  m acabre f a n t a s y  i s  d e v e lo p e d  a t  le n g t h ,  w ith  a  l i s t  o f
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d if f e r e n t  'r e e lp e e '  so t h a t  th e p a t i e n t ' s  'p a la t e *  does n o t  heooae  
ja d e d , and so  o n . I t  i s  h a r d  to  e x p la in  t h i s  eoene a s  s im p ly  
' i d e o l o g i c a l ' t Huysmans se e m s, a s  M ie h e l T o u m ie r  would s a y ,  to  
haws a c h ie v e d  th e  g o a l o f  r a i s i n g  s e a t o lo g y  t o  th e  l e v e l  o f  
m e ta p h y s ic s . F o r  d e s E s s o i n t e s ,  t h i s  i s  th e h e ig h t  o f  b i s  
b i o l o g i c a l  r e b e l l i o n !
q u e l le  d e c is iv e  i n s u l t s  J e t e e  a  l a  f a c e  de e e t t e  v i e i l l e  
n a t u r e  d o n t l e s  u n ifo rm e s  e x ig e n c e s  s e r a ie n t  pour ja m a is  
6 t e in t e s t  ( p . 3 1 8 )
I n  f a c t ,  one ca n  a rg u e  t h a t  t h i s  p a s sa g e  oom bines an a t t a c k  on
'id e o lo g y *  and ' b i o l o g y ' ,  t h a t  i s ,  c u lt u r e  and n a t u r e .  A s Edmund
L e a c h  r e m a rk s , i n  h i s  book on L é v i - S t r a u s s !
fo o d  i s  an e s p e c i a l l y  a p p r o p r ia t e  'm e d ia t o r ' b e c a u s e , when 
we e a t ,  we e s t a b l i s h  i n  a  l i t e r a l  s e n s e , a  d i r e c t  i d e n t i t y  
between o u r s e lv e s  ( C u l t u r e )  and o u r fo o d  ( H a t u r e ) .  ( 1 1 3 )
I n  t h i s  c a s e ,  th e body r e p r e s e n t s  n a t u r e ,  and fo o d , des E s s e i n t e s ' s
peptone i n j e c t i o n ,  c u l t u r e !  he r e v e r s e s  b o th  cu sto m ary ways o f
p r e p a r in g  fo o d  ( h i s  'd i n i n g '  h a b i t s  a r e  p re s e n te d  i n  m ockin g
le n g t h  to  e m p h asise  t h i s  p o i n t ) ,  w h ich  a r e  c u l t u r a l l y  d e te rm in e d ,
and the p r o c e s s e s  o f  the d i g e s t i v e  sy s te m , a  b i o l o g i c a l  f a c t .
The f ig u r e  o f  t h i s  in v e r s io n  ( t h e  an u s r e p l a c in g  the m outh) i s
p a r t ic u la r ly  b la ta n t , an a p p rop ria te  con c lu s io n  both f o r  A re  hours
and the n a t u r a l i s t  o b s e s s io n  w it h  s o a t o lo g y .
T h is  e p is o d e  i s  in d e e d  th e  c o n c lu s io n  o f  d e s E s s e i n t e s ' s  
e n t e r p r is e .  W hereas M ic h e l T o u r n i e r ' s  B o b in so n  p a s s e s  th ro u g h  a  
' f a e c a l '  s t a g e  i n  th e e o u re e o f  a  t o t a l  t r a n s fo r m a tio n  o f  h i s  b e in g ,  
H u y s a a n s ' h e ro  r e t u r n s  o r  r e la p s e s  to  a  no rm al s t a t e .  H is  l a s t  
g e s tu r e  h e r a ld s  h i s  d e f e a t .  I f  we sum up th e  ae oo u n t o f  d es  
E s s e i n t e s ' s  p r o je c t ,  i t  d o e s a p p e a r  i n  a  n e g a t iv e  l i g h t .  A t  
f i r s t  s i g h t ,  he a p p e a rs  t o  r e j e c t  n a t u r e  i n  f a v o u r  o f a  c u lt u r e
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w h ich  he s t r i v e s  to  c r e a t e  f o r  h im s e lf  i n  i s o l a t i o n  from  human 
s o c i e t y .  However» t h i s  p la n  i s  im p o s s ib le »  s in c e  c u l t u r e  d e r iv e s  
from  n a t u r e »  w hich  u l t im a t e l y  i s  e q u iv a le n t  to  an in e s c a p a b le  
b i o l o g i c a l  r e a l i t y .  I t  i s  u n c e r t a in  w h e th e r d es E n c e in t e s  
r e a l i s e s  t h i s j  Huysmans c e r t a i n l y  d o e s»  however» b e ca u se  n o t  
o n ly  does he show d e s  E s s e in t e s  d e f e a t e d  by the im p u ls e s  o f  h i s  
body» d r iv e n  b ack to  the w orld » b o th  l i t e r a l l y  ( t h e  a c c o u n t o f  the  
n e u r o s is ) »  and m e t a p h o r ic a lly  ( t h e  v i s i o n  o f  s y p h i l i s  a t  th e  c e n t r e  
o f  th e  n o v e l) »  b u t a l s o  he r e v e a l s  n a t u r e  to  be th e h id d e n  a r b i t e r  
o f  d e s E s s e i n t e s ' s  c u l t  o f  a r t i f l o e .  C u lt u r e  too p ro v e s to  be 
in e s c a p a b le t  des E s s e i n t e s ' s  i s o l a t i o n  i s  a c t u a l l y  su p p o rte d  
(a n d  i n  a  se n se  c a u s e d ) by s o c i e t y .
S in c e  then» b y d e f in i t io n »  i t  i s  im p o s s ib le  to  l i v e  
' a g a i n s t  n a t u r e '»  d e s  E s s e i n t e s ' s  autonom y i s  s e v e r e ly  l i m i t e d .
The 'm e t a p h y s ic a l*  a s p e c t s  o f  A r « b o u r n  do n o t  go v e r y  f a r »  
b e ca u se  the a u th o r s t i l l  a o c e p ts  th e  d e t e r m i n is t i c  v ie w  o f  
n a t u r e  o f  n a t u r a l is m .  One may t r y  t o  s a v e  d es E s s e in t e s  from  
t o t a l  c o n t r a d ic t io n  by a r g u in g  t h a t  h e  does n o t  r e j e c t  the  
a b s o lu t e  fo r c e »  n a t u r e  ( a b s o lu t e  i n  t e r n s  o f  n a t u r a l is m , t h a t  i s ) ,  
b u t r a t h e r  r e v e r s e s  c o n v e n t io n a l w ays o f  im p o sin g  c u lt u r e  on 
n a t u r e  o r o f  i n t e r p r e t in g  c u l t u r e  ( p r e f e r r i n g  enemas to  fo o d ,  
n ig h t  to  d a y , th e  a r t i f i c i a l  to  th e r e a l ,  th e  m orb id  and o b scu re  
to  th e  p o p u la r , e r u e lt y  to  k in d n e s s  e t c . ) .  H e v e r t b e le s s  he i s  
shown to  be tr a p p e d ; i n  l a t e r  w o rk s, Huysm ans f in d s  a  p o s s ib le  
means o f  r e le a s e  by in v e n t in g  th e  's u p e r n a t u r a l '  —  a  h ig h e r  
o r d e r  o f  m eaning w h ich  subsum es b o th  n a t u r e  and c u lt u r e  —  b u t in  
A r e h o u r s , b e ca u se  d es E s s e in t e s  i s  t r a p p e d , a l l  h i s  v a r i a t i o n s  on 
th e  theme o f  in v e r s io n  d e g e n e ra te  i n t o  em pty g e s t u r e s  o f  d e f is n e e ,  
v e r g in g  on t a u t o lo g y .
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T « t  th e  f e e t  t h a t  dee S e e e in t e e 'e  f a i l u r e  t o  b re a k  o u t  o f
the w o r ld , o r  H uysm ans' to  b re a k  o u t o f  n a t u r a l is m ,  fo rm s th e
s u b je c t  n a t t e r  o f  A re b o u re  o b v io u s ly  does n o t  oondean th e  book
i t s e l f .  T h e  m essage o f  th e book s h o u ld  u l t i m a t e l y  be d e r iv e d ,
n o t s im p ly  from  th e  b io g r a p h y  o f  dee E s a e in t e e  (w h ic h  h a s  i n  a
se n se  b een  th e  m ain s u b je c t  o f  t h i s  c h a p t e r  so  f a r ) ,  n o r  from
t h a t  o f  H u y sn a n s ( i n  th e  manner o f  com m entators l i k e  B lo y  o r
B arb ey d ’ A u r e v i l l y ) , b u t from  th e  e x is t e n c e ,  th e  s u b s t a n c e , o f
A re h o u r s  i t s e l f  —  ' t h a t  p r o d ig io u s  b o o k , t h a t  b e a u t i f u l  m o sa ic
( . « . )  a  d o s e  o f  o piu m , a  g l a s s  o f  so m e th in g  e x q u is i t e  and
s p i r i t u o u s ' ,  a s  G eorge Moore w ro te , i n  f lo w e r y  b u t  a p p e a lin g
f a s h io n .  ( 1 1 6 )  E ve n  dee E s s e in t e s  c a n  be redeem ed, i f  seen
a e s t h e t i c a l l y ,  i n  te rm s o f  im a g in a t iv e  z e s t ,  m acabre hum our,
and b r i l l i a n t  stag e -m an ag e m e n t. The form  o f  h i s  e n t e r p r is e
overshado w s i t s  c o n t e n t  i n  v a l u e .
One m ig h t s a y  th e  same f o r  A r e  h o u rs a s  a  w h o le , t h a t
Huysm ans' o r e a t iv e  v ig o u r  i s  i t e e l f  a  so u rc e  o f  m e a n in g , f i l l i n g
i n  th e h o llo w n e s s  w h ich  a  c r i t i c  l i k e  M eyers d e s c r ie s  i n  th e n o v e l i
t h e r e  re m a in s  i n  Huysm ans, a s  i n  M oreau, s o a r c e l y  c o n c e a le d  
by t h e i r  im a g in a t iv e  in n o v a t io n s  and t e c h n ic a l  b r i l l i a n c e ,  
b o th  an e x c e s e  and an e m p t in e s s , a  f a t a l  and fu n d a m e n ta l 
s u p e r f i c i a l i t y .  ( 1 1 7 )
A s im p le  exam p le o f  how m eaning i s  c r e a t e d  th ro u g h  form  i s  fo un d  
in  th e p r e s e n t a t io n  o f  dee E s s o in  t e e ' s  c r e a t io n s  i n  perfum e  
( c h a p t e r  t e n ) .  Huysm ans d e v e lo p s  an e la b o r a t e  l i n g u i a t i o  
a n a lo g y  o v e r  s e v e r a l  p ag es i n  o r d e r  t o  d e s c r ib e  th e  deve lop m en t  
o f p e rfu m e s th ro u g h  th e a g e s ; b u t  remove t h i s  g r a m m a t ic a l,  
l i t e r a r y  p a r a l l e l ,  and t h i s  e r u d it e  t o u r  de f o r c e  becomes a  d ry  
e n u m e ra tio n  o f  n am es. I n  o th e r  w ord e, the whole e f f e c t  o f  the  
p assag e l i e e  i n  th e  com plex m e t a p h o r ic a l e t r u o t u r e  Huysmans 
b u ild s  a r o u n d  th e p e rfu m e s. T e t  Huysmans h im s e lf  does n o t  seem
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to  a c e e p t  su ch  a  ' f o r m a l i s t '  p o s i t i o n .  L ik e  d es E s s e i n t e s ,  b s  
seems to  b s a  s e e k a r  a f t e r  e s s e n c e s ! c o r r e s p o n d e n c e s , a n a lo g ie s
a re  n o t  a r b i t r a r y ,  and t h e r e f o r e  p ro o f o f  th e autonom y and
in g e n u it y  o f  th e  a r t i s t ,  b u t somehow h a r e  an a b s o lu t e  f o r c e ,
i t  seem s. Thus to  one K .  B a t i l l i a t  he w r it e s !
J e  c r o i s  que l e s  t r a n s p o s it io n s  d 'u n  a r t  d an s un  a u t r e  
s o n t  p o s s ib l e s .  J e  c r o i s  même que l e s  p arfum s c o r r e s ­
pondent à  c e r t a in e s  id é e s ,  p e u v e n t é vo q u e r des t a b le a u x  
ou r a p p e le r  c e r t a i n s  s o n s . ( 1 1 8 )
I r o n i c a l l y  enough, i n  th e  same l e t t e r  he m a in t a in s  t h a t  s c ie n c e
end h i s t o r y  have no r e a l  b a s e , b u t  a r e  r e l a t i v e  and v a r i a b l e
( a  s i m i l a r  argum ent to  t h a t  i n  c h a p t e r  two o f  L à - b a s ) .  The
'c o rr e s p o n d e n c e s ' o f  A r e b o u r s , h o w ever, tend to  be p r e s e n te d
as though th e y  had th e  v a lu e  o f o b je c t iv e  t r u t h !  the l i q u e u r s
o f d es E s s e in t q s 'e  'm o u th -o rg a n ' c o rre sp o n d  e x a c t ly  to  s p e c i f i c
m u s ic a l in s t r u m e n ts  ( p p . 7 0 - 7 2 ) | th e harm ony between c e r t a i n
c o lo u r s  and c e r t a in  tem peram ents ca n  be s t a t e d  w ith  'u n e
e x a c t it u d e  p resq u e m ath é m a tiq u e ' ( p . 2 2 ) .  A d m it t e d ly , th e s e
t h e o r ie s  a r e  p re s e n te d  a s  b e lo n g in g  to  d es E s s e i n t e s ;  one m ig h t
argue t h a t  to  make h i s  s t y l i s t i c  g a g eu re f u l l y  e f f e c t i v e ,  Huysmans
h im s e lf  h a s  to  p re te n d  t h a t  the i l l u s o r y  o r  in v e n te d  h a s  the
v a l i d i t y  o f  the ' r e a l ' .
One m ig h t even s a y  t h a t  th e w hole p o in t  o f  A r e b o u r s  i s  
p r e c is e ly  to  d e m o n strate  th e  p rim a e y  o f  the im a g in a t io n  o ve r  
' l a  v u l g a ir e  r é a l i t é  d e s f a i t s '  ( p . 3 3 ) »  A n ig h tm a re  o r  r e v e r ie  
on co rre sp o n d e n ce s i s  p r e s e n te d  w ith  th e same f o r c e f u ln e s s  a s  the  
d é co r o f  th e r e a l  w o r ld . Y e t  p a r a d o x ic a l ly ,  t h i s  ' B i b l e '  o f  
a e s t h e t ic is m  r e v e a ls  a  n o s t a l g i a  f o r  th e w h o le , the e s s e n t i a l ,  
f o r  a  so u rc e  o f  v a lu e  t h a t  i s  g iv e n  a s  an a b s o lu t e ,  n o t  in v e n te d  
by th e a r t i s t .  When, i n  th e  p re fa o e  o f  1 9 0 3 , Huysmans d is m is s s s  
h is  a c c o u n t o f  Je w e ls  i n  A re b o u r s  compared w ith  t h a t  he gave i n
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L a  C a t h é d r a l»  f o u r te e n  y c a r a  l a t e r  ( pp. x v - x v i ) ,  l t  l a  b e c a u s e , i n  
th e m eantim e, he h a s  d is c o v e r e d  C h r i s t i a n  s y m b o lis a , whose la n g u a g e  
i s  g iv e n  b y G o d . Thus the n e r e l y  s t y l i s t i c  in v e n t io n s  o f  the  
f i r s t  book a r e  su p e rs e d e d  i n  th e  seeond b y  th e  l i t e r a l  sta te m e n t  
o f  t r u t h ,  he s a y s .  Few o f  H u y s a a n s ' r e a d e r s  a a y  a c c e p t  h i s  o p in io n  
t h a t  the l i n g u i s t i c  b r i l l i a n c e  o f  A r e b o u r s  i s  i n f e r i o r  to  th e  
w e a riso a e  e n u a e r a t io n s  o f  L a  C a t h é d r a le .  G o d -g iv e n  o r  o t h e r w is e .
B u t th e  d e s ir e  to  go beyond a e s t h e t i e i e n  r e v e a le d  i n  r e t r o s p e c t  
i n  th e p r e f a c e  i s  a l s o  fo u n d  i n  A r e b o u r s  i t s e l f .
I n  o h a p te r  t e n , th e  c u l t  o f  a r t i f i c e  and i l l u s i o n  i s  se en  
a s  a  r e f l e c t i o n  o f  o r  r e a c t io n  to  th e  g e n e r a l 'a d u l t e r a t i o n '  o f  
l i f e ,  i n  b o th  a o r a l  and a a t e r i a l  s p h e r e s i b o th  o u r w in e  and l i b e r t y  
a r e  e q u a l ly  ' f r e l a t e s  e t  d é r i s o i r e s '  a c c o r d in g  to d e s  E s s e in t e s  
( p . 1 8 5 ) .  A t  so n s t i n e ,  we n ig h t  i n f e r  f r o a  t h i s ,  u n s o p h is t ic a t e d  
and ' r e a l '  v a lu e s  d id  e x i s t ;  and in d e e d , i n  th e  f i n a l  o h a p te r ,  
dee E s s e in t e s  abandons h i s  own p r iv a t e  p o s t u r e  o f  s o p h i s t i c a t i o n  
(w h ic h  s e e n s  i n  th e lo n g  term  to  o f f e r  l i t t l e  a o re  th a n  the  
ad van tag e o f  c y n i c a l  l u c i d i t y  o o a p a red  w it h  th e  u n c o n s c io u s  
a d u lt e r a t io n  p r a c t is e d  by s o c i e t y  a t  l a r g e ) ,  lo o k in g  d e s p a ir in g ly  
f o r  n o u rish m e n t to  th e o ld  f a i t h  o f  C h r i s t i a n i t y  and a  p a s t  
s o c ie t y  w h ic h  u p h e ld  t h i s  f a i t h .  I n  c h a p t e r  f i f t e e n  n e it h e r  the  
e s se n c e  o f  fo o d  n o r t h a t  o f  m odern l i t e r a t u r e  can n o u r is h  h i a .
A r e f e r e n c e  to  ' s a  f a i a  r e l i g i e u s e '  ( p . 3 3 0 )  i n  c h a p t e r  s ix t e e n  
i s  fo llo w e d  by a  c u r io u s  p a s s a g e  on th e a d u lt e r a t io n  and f a b r ic a ­
t io n  o f  c o n s e c r a t e d  w a fe rs  i n  a o d e rn  t i n e s .  The h o s t  i s ,  a p p a r e n t ly ,  
no lo n g e r  nade f r o a  w heat b u t  f r o n  p o t a to  s t a r o h i
O r, B le u  s e  r e f u s a i t  à  d e s c e n d re  d a n s  l a  f é c u l e .  C ' é t a i t  
un f a i t  in d é n ia b l e ,  e ftr ; d an s l e  se c o n d  tone de s a  th é o lo g ie  
a o r a l e ,  S . E .  l e  c a r d i n a l  G o u s s e t , a v a i t ,  l u i  a u s s i ,  lo n g u e -  
■ e n t  t r a i t é  c e t t e  q u e s t io n  de l a  f r a u d e  au p o in t  de vue  
d i v i n . . .  ( p . 3 3 2 )
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I»* C a t h é d r a le  f  o u rte e n  y e a r s  l a t e r  ( p p . x v - x r i ) ,  i t  l a  b e c a u s e , i n  
t h a  m eantim e, ha b a s d is c o v e r e d  C h r i s t i a n  s y m b o lis a , whosa la n g u a g e  
i a  g lv s n  by G o d . Thus th a  a e r s l y  a t y l i s t i o  in v e n t io n s  o f  th a  
f i r a t  book a r a  a u p a rsa d a d  i n  tha aacond by th a 1 1  t a r a i  a ta ta m a n t  
o f  t r u t h ,  ha a a y a . Few o f  E u y s n a n s ' r e a d e r s  n a y  ao o ap t h i s  o p in io n  
t h a t  th a  l i n g u i s t i c  b r i l l i a n e s  o f  A ra h o u rs  i s  i n f a r i o r  to  the  
w earisom e e n u m e ra tio n s o f  L a  C a t h é d r a le .  G o d -g iv e n  o r  o th e r w is e .
B u t  th a d a s ir a  to  go beyo nd a s s t h a t i c i s a  r e v e a le d  i n  r e t r o s p e c t  
i n  th a p ra fa o a  i a  a ls o  fo u n d  in  A r e b o u r s  i t s e l f .
I n  o h a p te r  t a n , th a c u l t  o f  a r t i f i c e  and i l l u s i o n  i s  a s s n  
a a  a  r e f l e c t i o n  o f  o r r e a c t i o n  to  th e  g e n e r a l ' a d u l t e r a t io n '  o f  
l i f e ,  i n  both a o r a l  and m a t e r ia l  s p h e r e s i b o th  o u r w ine and l i b e r t y  
a x e  e q u a l ly  ' f r e l a t e s  e t  d é r i s o i r e s '  a c c o r d in g  to  d es E s s e in t e s  
( p . 1 8 5 ) .  A t ao aa tim e , we m ig h t i n f a r  from  t h i s ,  u n s o p h is t ic a t e d  
a n d  ' r e a l '  v a lu e s  d id  e x i s t ;  and in d e e d , in  the f i n a l  c h a p t e r ,  
d a s  E s s e in t e s  abandons h i s  own p r iv a t e  p o s tu re  o f  s o p h is t ic a t io n  
(w h ic h  seems i n  th e lo n g  te rm  to  o f f e r  l i t t l e  more th an  th a  
a d v a n ta g e  o f  c y n i c a l  l u c i d i t y  compared w ith  th a u n c o n s c io u s  
a d u lt e r a t io n  p r a c t is e d  b y  s o c ie t y  a t  l a r g e ) ,  lo o k in g  d e s p a ir in g ly  
f o r  n o u rish m e n t to  the o ld  f a i t h  o f  C h r i s t i a n i t y  and a  p a s t  
a o e ie t y  w h ich  u p h e ld  t h i s  f a i t h .  I n  c h a p t e r  f i f t e e n  n e it h e r  th a  
e s s e n c e  o f  fo o d  n o r t h a t  o f  modern l i t e r a t u r e  can  n o u r is h  h im .
A r e f e r a n e s  to  ' s a  fa im  r e l i g i e u s e '  ( p .3 3 0 )  i n  c h a p t e r  s ix t e e n  
i s  fo llo w e d  b y a  c u r io u s  p a s sa g e  on th a a d u lt e r a t io n  and f a b r i c a ­
t i o n  o f  c o n s e c r a t e d  w a fe rs  i n  modern t im e s . Tha h o s t  i s ,  a p p a r e n t ly ,  
n o  lo n g e r  made from  w heat b u t  from  p o ta to  a t a r o h i
O r , D ie u  s a  r e f u s a i t  à  d e sce n d ra  d ans l a  f é c u l e .  C ' é t a i t  
un f a i t  in d é n ia b le ,  a O r ; d an s l a  se con d  tome de s a  t h é o lo g ie  
m o r a le , S . E .  l e  c a r d i n a l  G o u a a e t, a v a i t ,  l u i  a u s s i ,  lo n g u e ­
ment t r a i t é  c e t t e  q u e s t io n  do l a  fra u d a  au p o in t  de vue  
d i v i n . . .  ( p . 3 3 2 )
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T h a r«  than f o llo w s  a  v i s i o n  o f  b r o a d -B a k in g  I n  tho M id d le  A g e s ,  
by way o f  e o n t r a s t s  i n  th o se  d a y s ,  th e  Queen o f  F r s n e e  h e r s e l f ,  
Badegonde, o r  f a s t i n g  p r i e s t s  and d e a o o n s, p re p a re d  th e  h o ly  
w a fe r s , s in g in g  p s a la s  a l l  th e w h i le .  O b v io u s ly ,  t h i s  n o s t a l g i a  
f o r  the u n c o n ta a in a t e d  f a i t h  o f  a  p a s t  age i s  e a s t  h e re  i n  an  
ab su rd  l i g h t ;  n e v e r t h e le s s ,  th e  n o s t a l g i a  i s  t h e r e ,  and beeomes 
one o f  the c e n t r a l  them es o f  i t e b t e .
The c o n c lu s io n  o f  A re b o u r s  shows d e a r l y  how d es E s s e i n t e s ,  
a e s th e te  e x t r a o r d in a r y ,  i s  a l s o  'a n x ie u x  d 'u n e  E s s e n c e  s u p é r ie u r e ' ,  
o f  a  C h r is t ia n  v a r i e t y !  th e book i s  fram ed b y th e f i n a l  p r a y e r  
and the o p e n in g  q u o t a t io n  from  a  F le m is h  m y s t ic .  ( 1 1 9 )  B u t  we can  
e s t a b l is h  a n o th e r p a ra d o x  i n  th e way Huysmans d e v a lu e s  o r  r i d i c u l e s  
des E s s e in t e s 's  g e n u in e  a n g u is h  by i n s i s t i n g  on the more a b s u rd  
a s p e c ts  o f h i s  p r e o c c u p a t io n s . One s u s p e c t s  t h a t  p r e c i s e l y  
because A r e b o u r s  d e a ls  w ith  some o f  H uysm ans' m ost p e r s o n a l  
a f f e c t io n s  and a n x i e t i e s  (be  th e ÿ  M a lla rm é  and M oreau, o r  im p o ten ce  
and s i c k n e s s ) ,  th e a u th o r  u s e s  d es E s s e in t e s  a s  a  mask w h ic h  b o th  
r e v e a ls  and s im u lt a n e o u s ly  d i s t o r t s  and so c o n c e a ls .  ( 1 2 Ô )  The 
p assag e on w a fe rs  j u s t  q u o ted  d i s p l a y s  th e to ne o f  m y s t if y in g  
e x a g g e ra tio n  t h a t  makes so  many commentato r e  p u z z le  ab o u t th e  
a u t h o r 's  ' s i n c e r i t y ' .  ( 1 2 1 )  The f i r s t  s e n te n c e  a lr e a d y  s u g g e s t s  
a  r e l i s h  i n  q u o t in g  th e more a b s u rd  p o in t s  o f  th e o lo g y . P e rh a p s  
i t  i s  an u n fo r t u n a t e  c o in c id e n c e  t h a t  the e m in e n t c a r d in a l  c i t e d  
h as a  name w h ich  means 'a rm p it*  ( ' L e  G o u s s e t ' i s  a ls o  th e t i t l e  
o f one o f H uysm ans' p ro se  poems w h ic h  c e le b r a t e s  t h i s  p o r t io n  o f  
the fem ale a n a to m y ); i n  any e a s e , th e  c a t e g o r ic a l  f o r m a l it y  o f  
the p a s s a g e , the r e f e r e n c e  w hioh f o llo w s  t o  ' l ' i n c o n t e s t a b l e  
a u t o r it é  de ce m a ît r e '  ( p . 3 3 2 ) ,  c r e a t e  a  b u r le s q u e  d i s c o n t i n u i t y  
between tone and o o n te n t ( i n  suoh a r e a s ,  s u r e l y  n o th in g  i s  s u re
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and tbara can bt no m asters ), a  m isch ievous Iron y  d is t in c t ly
ram inisoont o f  Bonvard a t  P ecu ch et. (122 )
J .  Balparn in  f a c t  d is c o v e r s  a whole a a r ia s  o f  paradoxes
running through tha n o v e l. For exam ple, the n ov e l obeys the
n a tu r a lis t  modal o f  h ered ity  and d eg en era tion , b u t oa r ica tu res
the posture o f  deoadenoe (argu es H alpern ); a fe r o o io u s  v ig ou r  o f
exp ress ion  i s  used to  deny l i f e  —  des E sse ln tea  i s  the op p o s ite
o f  passive  in  the energy o f  h is  n eg a tion ; des E sse in tes  c o n tr o ls
h is  w orld , but n o t  h is  body; Huysmans* own te x t  con ta in s  a l l  the
longueurs that des E ssein tes r e j e c t s  in  h is  p ra is e  o f  prose poems.
Halpern concludes that A rebou rs i s  'w r it te n  a g a in st  i t s e l f ' t
To commit s a c r i l e g e ,  one h a s  f i r s t  to  a c c e p t  the s a c r e d ;  
to  debunk n a t u r e ,  one h a s  f i r s t  to  g l o r i f y  i t ;  to  c o r r e c t  
th e n o v e ls  o f  Z o la ,  Huysm ans sw a llo w s them . ( 1 2 3 )
To these p o in ts  one can add th a t  the n ove l as i t  were both
b r in g  him  b ack  to  a  s t a r t i n g  p o in t  a lr e a d y  enoom passed by h i s  
e a r l i e r  f i c t i o n .  The a u th o r h a n d le s  h i s  'd o c u m e n ts' b r i l l i a n t l y ,  
g r a d u a lly  s u g g e s t in g  t h a t  des E s s e in t e s  a t  the age o f  t h i r t y  h a s  
m aste re d  the t o t a l  ra n g e o f  human e x p e r ie n c e , i n t e l l e c t u a l ,  
s e n s u a l ,  o r  a e s t h e t i c .  T h a t H u ysm an s' d i s p l a y  o f  e r u d it io n  i s  
so m eth in g  o f  a  c o n fid e n c e  t r i c k  ( a s  Gourm ont o r  F u m a ro li s h o w )(12 4 )  
i s  b e s id e  the p o in t s  A re  h o u rs  d o es n o t  p re te n d  to  be a  work o f  
s c h o l a r s h ip .  Y e t  t h i s  m a s te ry  p ro d u c e s  e x h a u s t io n , a  d r a in in g  o f  
v a l u e ,  a  f r a n t i c  s e a r c h  to  c o v e r  the v o id  d e s E s s e in t e s  h as  
e x p o s e d . W hereas B a u d e la ir e 's  c o rre s p o n d e n c e s  co n ve y ' 1 'e x p a n s io n  
des c h o se s  i n f i n i e s ' ,  H uysm ans' w o r ld , w h a te v e r i t s  d is p l a y  o f  
a n a lo g y , i s  one o f  fr a g m e n ta t io n  and o la u s t r o p h o b ia s  des E s s e in t e s  
w ish e s to  c u t  h im s e lf  o f f  fro m  th e w o r ld ; he i s  tra p p e d  w it h in
id co n tra cts t  Huysmans takes des E sse in te s  on a jou rn ey
through cu ltu re  which breaks the l im it s  o f  n a tu ra lism , on ly to
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th e broken-dow n m achine o f  h ie  b o d y .
Dom inique V o g u e s , co m p aring A r e b o u r a  w ith  C id e ' a  
Le e  H o u r r it u r e s  t e r r e e t r e e  ( 1 8 9 7 ) .  d e m o n stra te e  t h a t  th e  o p en n e ss  
o f  th e  G id ia n  w o rld  i s  th e  e x a c t  o p p o s it e  o f  the co n fin e m e n t  
e x p e r ie n c e d  by des E s s e i n t e s .  W h ile  d e s E s s e in t e s  rem oves h im s e lf  
fro m  l i f e ,  f e e d in g  o f f  h i s  own s u b s ta n c e  ( a s  Huysmans p u ts  i t ) ,  
H a th a n a S l e x p o se s h im s e lf  to  the w o r ld ! i n  G id e ,  'Burner un p a rfu m , 
ce n ' e s t  p as e v o q u e r un  monde w o r t , comae f a i t  Des E s s e i n t e s ,  a a i s  
d e g u s t e r  l a  T ie  mime1 .  ( 1 2 3 )  I n  a  s i m i l a r  w ay, L . B .  B u r s t  s e t s  
A r e b o u r s  a g a in s t  E o v a l i s ' s  H e in r ic h  von O f te r d ln g e n  ( 1 8 0 2 ) ,  
s e e in g  th e two w orks a s  a r c h e t y p a l e x a m p le s  o f  decadenoe and  
ro m a n tic is m  r e s p e c t i v e l y !
H e i n r i c h ' s  J o u rn e y  i s  r e a l l y  a  m is s io n a r y  co n q u e s t o f  th e  
w o r ld , r i s i n g  i n  an expanded s p i r a l  to  the p o in t  o f  a r r i v a l ,  
o f  f u l f i l l m e n t ,  w hereas D es E s s e i n t e s ' s  s o l i p s l s t i c  w it h ­
d raw al in t o  o v e r  n a rro w e r c o n f in e s  e v e n t u a l ly  d r iv e s  him  
in t o  a  c u l - d e - s a c  from  w h ich  he i s  fo r o e d  in t o  y e t  a n o th e r  
r e t r e a t .  H is  a r o h e t y p a l p a t t e r n  i s  o f  a  n o n - a r r i v a l ;  e a c h  
o f h i s  p r o je c t s  r e s u l t s  i n  a  c r i s i s .  I n  e f f e c t  a  f a i l u r e  
t h a t  f u r t h e r  i n t e n s i f i e s  h i s  p e s s im is m  to  a  n a d ir  o f  
S c h o p e n h a u e ria n  n i h i l i s m .  ( 1 2 6 )
D ecadence depends on fr a g m e n ta t io n  a n d  d i s u n i t y ,  n o t  
m e re ly  between s u b je c t  and w o r ld , i n d i v i d u a l  and s o c i e t y ,  b u t  
i n  term s o f  l i t e r a t u r e ,  between fo rm  and c o n t e n t ,  p a r t s  and 
w h o le , la n g u a g e  and m e a n in g . Huysm ans h i s i s e l f ,  f o llo w in g  
G a u t ie r ,  ( 1 2 7 )  oom pares the la n g u a g e  o f  th e  L a t i n  decad en ce to  
a r o t t i n g  c o r p s e , whose p a r t s  a r e  f l a k i n g  away and b r e a k in g  up  
( p » 5 5 ) «  P e t r o n iu s 's  id io m  i s  a  p o t -p o u r r i  o f  d i a l e c t s  and 
s t y l e s  ( p p .4 6 -4 7 ) ,  t e l l i n g  a s t o r y  w it h o u t  p l o t  o r m o r a l;  
A p u l e iu s 's  s t y l e  ' r o u l a i t  des l im o n s ,  d e s  e a u x  v a r i c e s ,  
a c c o u r u e s  de to u te s  l e s  p r o v in c e s '  ( p . 4 8 ) .  'D e c o m p o s it io n ' 
i s  both  s o c i a l ,  p h y s i o l o g i c a l ,  and l i t e r a r y ,  a s  B o u r g e t 's  
w e ll-k n o w n  d e f i n i t i o n  m a in t a in s !
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Un a t y l e  da decadence a a i  o e lu i  ou 1 'u n it e  du l i v r e  aa  
decom pose p ou r 1 c l o s e r  l a  p la o o  a  1 ' In d e p e n d a n ce  da l a  
. p a g e , ou l a  page aa decompose pour l a l a a a r  l a  p la o a  a  
1 ' in d e p e n d e n ce  da l a  p b r a a e ( a t  l a  p h raae p o u r l a l a a a r  
l a  p la c e  a  1 ' In d ep en d an ce du a o t .  ( 1 2 8 )
W h ile  o l a s a l e a l  p ro aa aim ed f o r  c l a r i t y  and u n i t y ,  t h a t  o f  th e
G o n c o u r ta , f o r  ex am p le,  ' ae h r l a e  an  a t i l l e  p e t i t a  a f f e t a  da
d e t a i l ,  an  m i l l e  a i n g u l a r l t e s  de a y n ta x e  a t  da T o e a h u l a l r e ' ,
B o u rg e t a d d a . ( 1 2 9 )
I t  l a  h a r d ly  s u r p r i s in g ,  t h a n , t h a t  c r i t i c s  h a r e  fo u n d  
t h i s  p r o c e s s  o f  d e c o m p o sit io n  o u t l in e d  by Huysmana o r  B o u rg e t i n  
A r e h o u r s  i t s e l f .  Any a tte m p t to  d e s c r ib e  the se q u e n ce  o f  e v e n t s  
in  th e  n o v e l te n d s to  pro duce th e  im p r e s s io n  t h a t  th e  book i s  
so m eth in g  o f  a  ra g b a g . Between th e a c c o u n t o f  dea E s a e i n t e s ' a  
i n s t a l l a t i o n  a t  F o n te n a y -a u x -H o s e s  i n  the p ro lo g u e  and th e f i r s t  
two c h a p t e r s ,  and o f  the n e rv o u s  d is o r d e r s  whose in c r e a s in g  
s e r io u a n e s s  f o r c e s  him  to  le a v e  h i s  r e t r e a t ,  we a r e  p r e s e n te d  
w ith  a  a e r ie a  o f  I n t e r l u d e s ,  w h ich  have l i t t l e  c o n n e c t io n  e i t h e r  
w ith  e a c h  o t h e r ,  o r  w ith  d es E s a e i n t e s ' s  movement i n  h i  a p r e s e n t .
O n ly  i n  o h a p te r  e le v e n , when he s e t s  o u t on h i s  a b o r t iv e  t r i p  to  
Lo ndon, a r e  we g iv e n  a  se q uen ce o f  o o h e re n t a c t io n  i n  the c h a r a c t e r ' s  
p r e s e n t  —  w h ic h  ta k e s  p la c e  o u t s id e  the h o u se . W it h in  th e  h o u s e ,  
how ever, i t  w ould be m is le a d in g  to  s a y  t h a t  n o t h in g  hap p ens o r  
t h a t  d e s E a s e in t e s  re m a in s im m o b ile . I f  C a p t a in  Nemo co n q u e rs  
sp a ce i n  h i s  su b m a rin e , d es E s a e in t e s 's .  r e t r e a t  (w h ic h  h a s been  
compared t o  N em o's) ( 1 3 0 )  becomes a  module w hich  d is p e n s e s  w ith  
n a r r a t iv e  t im e . The s t o r y  u n f o ld s  a s  a  s e r ie s  o f a n e c d o te s  and  
r e v e r ie s  ( t h e  d e n t i s t ,  A u g uste L a n g l o is ,  K i s s  U r a n ia  e t c . ) ,  
d e s c r ip t iv e  a e t p ie o e s  ( f lo w e r s ,  je w e ls ,  f u r n i s h i n g s ) ,  and  
e s s a y s  (o n  a r t  and l i t e r a t u r e ,  b i r t h - c o n t r o l  o r p r o s t i t u t i o n )  
w hich th e r e a d e r  e x p e r ie n c e s  th a n k s to  the more o r  l e s s  a p p a r e n t
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p re s e n c e  o f das E s s s i n t a s .  Tha ' I n t a r l u d a s '  a r a  a c t u a l l y  B o ra  
im p o rta n t  than tb a t r a n s i t i o n a l  p o in t s  w h ich  l i n k  th a n  ( w h ic h ,  
i f  p ra a a n t a t  a l l ,  ta n d  to  f a l l  i n t o  a  ' th a n a t i  qua r i d a ' ) .  Thus  
by f a r  the lo n g e s t  o f  th e  s ix t e e n  o h a p te rs  a r e  th e  two d e a l in g  
w ith  C a t h o l ic  and co n tem p orary l i t e r a t u r e  ( t w e lr e  and f o u r t e e n ) .
T in e  i n  the o u ta id e  w o rld  l a . o f  l i t t l e  a ig n if ie a n o e t  from  c h a p t e r  
a e r e n , dea E s a e in t e a  i e  s a i d  to  be ' r e - l i r i n g *  h ie  p a s t  l i f e .  The 
v e r i t a b l e  d e lu g e  w hich  drow ns th e  t r i p  to  P a r ia  i n  c h a p t e r  e le v e n  
i s  fo llo w e d , two d ays l a t e r  i n  c h a p t e r  t h i r t e e n ,  by a  s c o r c h in g  
h e a tw a v e . As H uyaaans r a t h e r  b l i t h e l y  r e a a r k e ,  'L a  s a is o n  a l i a i t  
en se  d é t r a q u a n t; to u te a  ae c o n f o n d a ie n t , c a t t e  a n n e e - l è . . . '  ( p . 2 4 7 ) .  
H is  in s is t e n c e  on t h i s  a b se n ce  o f  t r a n s it io n  n ig h t  a lm o s t s u g g e s t  
an in t e n t io n a l  p le a s u r e  i n  r u p t u r in g  th e  re q u ire m e n ts  o f  
e x t e r n a l v e r i s i m i l i t u d e .
There i s  c e r t a i n l y  a  d i f f e r e n c e  between t h i s  d e l ib e r a t e  
d is c o n t in u it y  ( i n  term s o f  p l o t ) ,  v h e re  the s u p p o s e d ly  p a r e n t h e t ic a l  
—  memory, d is c o u r s e ,  o r  d e s c r ip t io n  i n  f a c t  becomes th e  
s u b s ta n c e  o f  the book, and the more o r  l e s s  s u c c e s s f u l  a tte m p ts  
a t  w e ld in g  a c t io n ,  p s y c h o lo g y  and d e s c r ip t io n  to g e th e r  w h ich  
Huysmans makes i n  h ia  p r e v io u s  n o v e l s .  I f  A v a u - l ' e a u  i s  th e  m ost 
s t r i k i n g  o f th e se  e a r l i e r  w o rk s, i t  i s  b ecau se i t s  s t y l i s e d  b r e v it y  
f o r b id s  the d if f u s e n e s s  and s h a p e le s s n e s s  w h ich  th r e a t e n  th e  
lo n g e r  n o v e ls .  B u t i n  A r e b o u r s . Huysmans g iv e s  up the p re te n c e  
o f  w r it in g  an 'e tu d e  de m oeura' w h ic h  f o llo w s  a  c o n v e n tio n a l  
c h ro n o lo g y  and w h ich  o b s e r v e s  th e  movements o f  c h a r a c t e r s  i n  the  
o u t s id e  w o r ld . One w r it e r  c a l l a  A re b o u r s  'm e r e ly  a  a e r ie s  o f  
p a s t i c h e s ' .  ( 1 5 1 )  A c c o r d in g  to  B u th  V e in r e b , ( 1 5 2 )  many e p is o d e s  
o f  A re b o u rs c o u ld  s t a n d  a s  i n d i v i d u a l  p ro se  poem s; e le v e n  o f  the  
s ix t e e n  c h a p t e rs  a re  rem oved from  the f i c t i o n a l  fram ew ork.
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S .  M lc k e ls e n  a r g u e s  t h a t  s in c e
See E s s e l n t e s  h a s w ith d raw n  from  s o c i e t y , fro m  the re a lm  o f  
e x p e r ie n c e  w h ich  fo r o e s  c h o ic e  and a c t io n  —  and w h ich  makes 
f o r  ' s t o r y '  ( . . . ) ,  A R e h o u rs e o u ld  be i n f i n i t e l y  expanded) 
i t s  s t r u c t u r e s  ca n  accommodate an u n l im it e d  number o f  
c h a p t e r s ,  s in c e  tim e c o n s id e r a t io n s  a re  n o t  c r u c i a l .  ( 1 5 3 )
M lc k e le e n  a ls o  s u g g e s ts  t h a t  th e  book i a  b e s t  s e e n , n o t i n  l i n e a r
o r te m p o ral te rm s , b u t  a s  'o r a n g e -s h a p e d ' ( 1 3 4 )< i n  o th e r  w o rd s,
th e re  i s  no c o r e ,  b u t  r a t h e r  a  c l u s t e r  o f  e p is o d e s  w hich  to g e th e r
do form  some s o r t  o f  w h o le .
Though i t  a p p e a rs  u n l i k e l y  t h a t  th e  book ( o r  an o ra n g e ) c o u ld  
r e a l l y  be ' i n f i n i t e l y  e x p a n d e d ', c e r t a i n  sc e n e s  d o  seem f a i r l y  
a r b i t r a r y .  H uysm ans' le n g t h y  d i s c u r s io n s  on L a t i n  o r  C a t h o l ic  
l i t e r s ry j^  f o r  e x a m p le , te nd  to  p a l l .  ( 1 3 5 )  The la y m a n  i s  b e w ild e re d  
by th e T a s t  a r r a y  o f  names c i t e d  w it h in  a  few p a g e s  (F u m a r o ll  
s u g g e s ts  Buysmans e i t h e r  m is c h ie v o u s ly  o r  e r r o n e o u s ly  made some 
o f them u p ) ( 1 3 6 ) )  w h ile  L a t i n i s t s  l i k e  J u l e s  L e m a it r e  were 
i n f u r ia t e d  ( a s  th e a u t h o r  no d o u b t in t e n d e d )b y  th e  c a u s t ic  
d is m is s a l  o f C i c e r o ,  V i r g i l  and com pany, ( 1 3 7 )  o r  t r i e d ,  l i k e  
Remy de Gourm ont, to  p o in t  o u t th e  g aps i n  B u ysm a n s' know ledge  
o f th e  s u b je c t .  ( 1 3 8 )  S in c e  th e  n o v e l r e a l l y  r e c o u n t s  a  s e r ie s  
o f e x p e rim e n ts  o r  e x p e r ie n c e s ,  r a t h e r  th a n  s a y  f o llo w in g  the  
p r o t a g o n is t  th ro u g h  h i s  d a y -t o -d a y  l i f e  ( i n  th e  m anner o f  L e s  
S o e u rs  V a t a r d  o r e ve n  ¿ £ ^ b £ 8 ) ,  t h i s  l o o s e ,  e p i s o d i c  s t r u c t u r e  
seems q u it e  a p p r o p r ia t e .  I f  t h i s  c r e a t e s  an im p r e s s io n  o f  
d i s c o n t i n u i t y ,  one c o u ld  arg u e t h a t  t h i s  i n  tu r n  r e f l e c t s  des  
E s s o in t e a ' s  p o s it io n  o f  r u p t u r e ,  o r  p e rh a p s even  H uysm ans' own 
a m b iv a le n c e , aa he a t r i v e s  to  e x te n d  th e  p o s e i b i l i t i e e  o f  
n a t u r a l is m  w ith o u t a c t u a l l y  r e j e c t i n g  i t .  A l t e r n a t i v e l y ,  one 
m ig h t arg u e  t h a t  e ve n  i f  th e re  i s  l i t t l e  o o h e sio n  between 
i n d i v i d u a l  e p is o d e s ,  e a c h  e p is o d e  f u n c t io n s  s u c c e s s f u l l y  on i t s
own t * r u ,  th a n k s to  t h a  a u t h o r 's  s t y l i s t i c  v i r t u o s i t y ,  and a t  
th s aana t i n s  h a lp a  t o  a s t a b l i s h  tha g e n e r a l p a t t e r n  o f  i n v e s t i g ­
a t i o n ,  r e v o l t  and a y a t i f i o a t i o n  w hich  i a  re p e a te d  fro m  scen e to  
s c e n e .
N e v e r t h e le s s ,  j u s t  a s  Huyaaana seema r e l u c t a n t  to  s u b s t it u t e
a e s t h e t ic is m  f o r  the v i s i o n  o f  a  w o rld  w h ich  e z i a t s  a c c o r d in g  to
u n t a in t e d ,  a b s o lu t e  i d e a l s ,  ao too he eeems n o t  a lt o g e t h e r
p re p a re d  t o  a c c e p t  th e  id e a  o f  a  n o v e l whose p a r t a  d e l ib e r a t e l y
re m a in  s e p a r a t e .  He a g r e e s  w ith  the d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n  e x p re s s e d  by
Z o l a ,  i n  a  l e t t e r  o f  2 0  May 18 6 4 . Z o la  w r it e s !
P e u t - t t r e  e s t - c e  mon tempérament de c o n s t r u c t e u r  q u i  
re g im b e , m ais i l  me d é p la î t  que des E s s e in t e s  s o i t  a u s s i  
fo u  a u  commencement q u 'à  l a  f i n ,  q u ' i l  n ' y  a i t  p a s une 
p r o g r e s s io n  q u e lc o n q u e , que l e s  m orceaux s o i e n t  t o u jo u r s  
amenés p a r  une t r a n s it io n  p é n ib le  d 'a u t e u r ,  que vo u s n o u s  
m o n t r ie z  e n f in  u n  peu l a  la n t e r n e  m ag iq u e, a u  h a s a r d  des  
v e r r e s .  ( 1 3 9 )
Huysm ans r e p l i e s ,  a p ro p o s  o f  des E s s e in t e s  ' s  'm ad n ess • t
J ' a i  p a s  à  p a s ,  s u i v i  l e s  l i v r e s  de B ouchut e t  d 'A x e n f e ld  
s u r  l a  n é v r o s e ; -  j e  n ' a i  p as o sé  i n t e r v e r t i r  l e s  p h ase s  
de l a  m a la d ie , d é p la c e r  l e s  a c c id e n t s ;  a i n s i  j ' a i  dd 
m e ttre  à  l a  f i n ,  l e s  a l t é r a t io n s  d 'o u ïe ,  a l o r s  q u ' e l l e s  
e u s s e n t  m ieux f a i t ,  e n tre  d 'a u t r e s  c h a p it r e s  q u ' e l l e s  
e u s s e n t  a s s o u r d is  e t  é lo ig n é s .  Je  me s u i s  i n t e r d i t  
a v e c  ce sy stè m e to u te  p r o g r e s s io n  d ' e f f e t s .  ( 1 4 0 )
A l l  the sa m e , d e s p it e  Huysm ans' d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n  w it h  h i s  m e d ic a l
d o c u m e n ta tio n , the a c c o u n t  o f  des E s s e in t e s 'a  i l l n e s s  i s  p e rh a p s
the o n ly  c o n t in u o u s  e le m e n t i n  the p l o t .  H ot o n ly  a r e  we g iv e n
a  c h r o n ic l e  o f  h i s  sym ptom s, c a r r ie d  o u t o v e r s e v e r a l  c h a p t e r s ,
b u t a l s o ,  c o n t r a r y  t o  what Z o la  re m a rk s , h i s  c o n d it io n  b e g in s  to
d e t e r io r a t e  n o t ic e a b l y  a f t e r  he b e g in s  to  ' l i v e  o f f  h im s e lf '  i n
c h a p t e r  a e v e n  and th e  n ig h tm are i n  c h a p te r  e i g h t .  I f ,  on the
o t h e r  h a n d , Z o l a ' s  comment on des E s s e in t e s 'a  'm a d n e ss ' means
s im p ly  t h a t  a t  th e e n d  o f  the book he i a  no f a r t h e r  fo rw ard  th an
a t  th e b e g in n in g , t h e n  t h i s  s u r e ly  i a  n o t a  d e f e c t ,  b u t r a t h e r
the p o in t o f  Huysmans ' dem onstration , o f  send ing tha ohaxaotar 
through a s im ila r  c y c le  o f  fru a tr& tion  to  th a t found in  En menage 
or A T a u -l 'a a u . Ear from  a llow in g  daa Eaaeintaa to  aacapa in to  
in sa n ity , Huy8mana aakaa him hand to  tha n a tu ra lia t  r e a l i t y  
p r in c ip le  o f  b io lo g ie a l  n e c e s s ity ,  which haa tha f o r c e  o f  a 
constant throughout tha hook . Presented in  tha pro logu e  in  terms 
o f  tha n a tu r a lia t  th eory  o f  h e re d ity , and sy m b o lica lly  in  tha 
nightm are, th is  b i o lo g i c a l  p r in c ip le  g radu a lly  breaks down tha 
ch a ra c te r 's  s tru g g le  f o r  independence.
U ltim a te ly , however, A rebours i s  most memorable f o r  the 
b r i l l ia n c e  o f  the in d iv id u a l s l id e s  which the author passes through 
h is  'm agic la n t e r n '.  Halpern remarks that the novel con ta in s  a l l  
the f i c t i o n a l  trap p in gs which des E sse in tes  r e je c t s  in  h is  p ra ise  
o f  the prose poem. (1 4 1 ) l e t  in  f a c t ,  on c lo s e r  exam ination , one 
sees that A rebou rs beg in s to  r e j e c t  the co n tin g e n c ie s  o f  ch a ra c te r , 
p lo t ,  time and sp a ce , o r  a t  l e a s t  subord inates then to  a s e r ie s  o f  
r e v e r ie s  (whose sou rce  i s  n e ith e r  e x a c t ly  des E sse in tes  nor 
Huysmans), to  the p lay  o f  language, o f  verb a l v i r t u o s i t y .  I t  has 
been argued th at des E sse in tes  i s  c e r ta in ly  n o t  the a l t e r  ego o f  
the author or any o th er  person such as M ontesquiou, but a ch a ra cte r  
in  h is  own r ig h t ,  g ro te sq u e ly  la r g e r  than l i f e ,  d e r i s iv e ly  ov er­
shadowing the u n fortu n ate  M ontesquiou with whom he i s  a s s o c ia te d . 
However, the e s s e n t ia l  fe a tu re s  o f  h is  ch a ra cter  are b e t te r  d e fin ed  
i f  he i s  seen , n o t  as a 'p e r s o n ',  in  p s y ch o lo g ica l term a, but 
s o c ia l ly  o r  a e s t h e t i c a l ly  (th e  a r is t o c r a t i c  dandy), o r  p h y s io lo g ­
i c a l l y  (th e  v ic t im  o f  ' l a  n é v r o s e ') ,  or  as the bearer o f  a s e t  o f  
a tt itu d es  ( r e v o l t  v e rg in g  on the m onstrous), o r  as a v e h ic le  f o r  
the a u th or 's  e n cy c lo p e d ic  e x cu rs io n s . In o th er  w ords, as Crojnowski 
su ggests, des E sse in te s  can be made to  d is s o lv e  as a ' s e l f ' ,  ju s t
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a s  the b o u n d a rie s  betw een p a s t  and p r e s e n t ,  a c t io n  and r e v e r i e , 
f a l l  away i n  the n o v e l .
T h o u g h  E u y sn a n s u s u a l l y  ta k e s  c a r e  t o  a t t r i b u t e  a l l  th e  
o p in io n s  o v e r t l y  e x p re s s e d  i n  A re b o u r s  t o  th e  h ero  ( e x p r e s s io n s  
su ch  a s  ' a  son a v i s '  ( p . 3 3 ) ,  'comme i l  l e  d i s a i t '  ( p . 3 5 ) ,  ' A u s s i . . .  
p e n s a i t - i l  q u e' ( p . 3 1 1 ) ,  ' s e  d i s a i t - i l '  ( p . 3 1 6 ) ,  ' s e  p a r l a n t  à  
m i-v o ix '  ( p . 3 1 8 ) ,  a p p e a r th ro u g h o u t th e b o o k ) , one b e g in s  t o  f e e l  
t h a t  s u c h  d e v ic e s  a r e  s im p ly  n a r r a t i v e  g e s t u r e s  tow ards th e  p re s e n c e  
o f the h e r o , who i s  o th e rw is e  l i a b l e  to  be f o r g o t t e n  owing to  the  
sh e e r q u a n t it y  o f  't h o u g h t s '  w h ich  p a s s  th ro u g h  h im . O f t e n , i n  
f a c t ,  d es E s s e in t e s  i s  l i t e r a l l y  im m o b ilis e d , when th e  n a r r a t iv e  
v o ic e  ta k e s  him o v e r .  T h u s he may be 'E n f o u i  dans son f a u t e u i l '  
( p . 3 2 5 , e f .  p . 1 6 9 ) ,  a s  o f t e n  a s  n o t  b e fo r e  th e f i r e s
Ses E ssein tes r t v a s s a i t ;  l e  b r a s ie r  chargé de bûches
e m p l is s a it  d ' e f f l u v e s  b r û la n t s  l a  p iè c e ;  i l  e n t r ' o u v r i t
l a  f e n t t r e .  ( p p . 6 9 -7 0 )
C h a p te r  s i x ,  f o r  I n s t a n c e ,  b e g in s  w ith  th e  h e ro  d ream ing b e fo r e  
the f i r e ,  ta k e s  o f f  in t o  h i s  sie m o ries o f  h i s  f r ie n d  d 'A ig u r a n d e 's  
c i r c u l a r  ap a rtm e n t ( ' s a n s  m o t if s  du r e s t s ' ,  p . 1 0 3 ) ,  r e t u r n s  to  l e t  
him  s to k e  the f i r e ,  moves to  a n o th e r  memory, and r e t u r n s  o n ce more 
to  the f i r e s i d e .  These r e m in d e r s , whose o n ly  purpose i s  to  
s u g g e s t a  t r a n s it io n  betw een a  v i r t u a l l y  n o n -e x is t e n t  p r e s e n t  
and t im e le s s  r e v e r i e ,  a r e  a s  i t  were f i c t i o n a l  a n c h o r s , fo rm in g  
what Hamon c a l l s  a  't h é m a tiq u e  v i d e ' .  B . P .  V e in r e b  h as s t u d ie d  
some o f  the s y n t a c t i c  d e v ic e s  w h ich  Buysm ans u s e s  to  push d e s  
E s s e in t e s  in t o  the b ack g ro u n d  ( s u c h  a s  ch a n g e s o f  te n s e  and  
tem po), b u t seems to  assum e t h a t  b e ca u se  d e s E s s e in t e s  d is a p p e a r s  
a s  a  p h y s ic a l  p r e s e n c e , th e  o p in io n s  e x p r e s s e d  m ust a c t u a l l y  
b e lo n g  to  Buysmans h i m s e l f .  T h u s , r e g a r d in g  the d is c u s s io n  o f  
p ro se  poems and H a lla r m é  i n  c h a p t e r  f o u r t e e n ,  she s a y s t  'h e r o
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and a u th o r  j o i n  to  e s t a b l is h  an a r t  n o é t lo u e ' .  ( 1 4 2 )
I n  f a c t ,  how ever, t h i s  ' a r t  p o é t iq u e ' p ro v e s on in v e s t ig a t io n  
to  be a  u t o p ia n  v e n t u r e | even f o r  dee E s s e i n t e s ,  i t  r e a a in e  a  
h y p o t h e t ic a l  i d e a l .  The h e r o 's  B u s in g s  on th e la n g u a g e  o f  
M a lla rm é  p ro d u ce a  s e r i e s  o f  p a r a d o x e s ! i t  i s  h e r m e t ic  and m y s t e r io u s  
( 'a d h e s iv e ,  s o l i t a i r e  e t  s e c r è t e ' ,  p . 2 9 7 ) ,  a p p a r e n t ly  r e f u s in g  to  
r e v e a l  i t s  m e a n in g ; y e t  t h i s  v e r y  e l l i p s i s ,  when p e n e tr a te d  by  
th e r e a d e r ,  p ro d u o es th ro u g h  i t s  d e n s it y  an i n t e n s i t y  o f  m e su in g  
u n a t t a in a b le  i n  a  s o re  d if f u s e  ty p e  o f  w r i t i n g .  O b s c u r it y  c o n c e a ls  
and r e v e a l s  r i c h n e s s ;  th e r e f u s a l  o f  d i r e c t  co m m u nicatio n ( M a lla r m é 's  
sym b o ls a b o l is h  ' l 'é n o n c é  de l a  c o m p a r a is o n ',  p . 2 9 &) f i n a l l y  
a llo w s  a  co m m u nicatio n  t h a t  s u r p a s s e s  th e  v e r b a l  o r  l i t e r a r y ,  
s h a k in g  the r e a d e r 's  whole b e in g , 'J u s q u 'a u  r a v is s e m e n t , j u s q u ' à  
l a  d o u le u r ' ( p . 3 0 1 ) .  Thus w hat seems a t  f i r s t  an e x c e s s  o f  
' l i t e r a r i n e s s '  ( th e  o u t s id e  w o r ld , th e term s o f  e v e r y d a y  la n g u a g e  
a re  e x c lu d e d )  r e s u l t s  i n  a  m a g ic a l e c s t a s y  v e r g in g  on the m y s t ic a l .
Des E s s e in t e s  h a s d is c o v e r e d  a  s i m i l a r  in o a n t a t o r y  power i n  
Edmond de C o n c o u r t 's  L a  F a u s t in  ( t h e  exam ple seems c u r io u s l y  
c h o se n , a  h u n d red  y e a r s  l a t e r ) ,  and f i n a l l y  makes th e p ro se  poem 
the b e a r e r  o f  the e s se n c e  o f  l i t e r a t u r e .  Des E s s e in t e s  r e v o l t s  
a g a in s t  the e c a f f o ld in g  o f  th e n o v e l ,  i t s  'lo n g u e u r s  a n a ly t iq u e s  e t . . .  
s u p e r f é t a t io n s  d e s c r i p t i v e s '  ( p . 3 0 1 ) .  Y e t  in s t e a d  o f  s im p ly  
s c r a p p in g  th e  f i c t i o n a l  fram ew ork, he dream s r a t h e r  o f  'c o n d e n s in g '  
i t  in t o  a  page o r  two, o f  a  w ork t h a t  d o e s n o t  t r a n s m it  m eaning  
by r e f e r r in g  to  a  w o r ld , b u t i e  a  s o u r c e  o f  e n d le s s  m eaning i n  
i t s e l f ,  th a n ke  to  the i n t e n s i t y  p ro d u ce d  by a  k in d  o f  v e r b a l  
im p lo e io n . E v e r y  word
o u v r i r a i t  de t e l l e s  p e r s p e c t iv e s ^ q u e  l e  l e c t e u r  p o u r r a it  
r t v e r ,  p en d an t d es se m a in e s e n t i è r e s ,  s u r  son s e n s , t o u t  
à  l a  f o i s  p r é c is  e t  m u l t i p l e . . .  ( p . 3 0 2 )
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E v id e n tly , such a work, whoso ev ery  e p ith e t  produces weeks o f  
ra p tu re , can on ly  be im agined! as Huyeaans h im se lf su g g e sts , 
the n o v e l eonoeivedjLn th is  way r e a l ly  d isap pears as l i t e r a t u r e  
and becomes s p i r i t ,  'une communion de pensee en tre  un magique 
e o r iv a in  e t  un id e a l  l e c t e u r . . . '  ( p . 302 ) .  (1 4 3 )
O b v io u s ly ,  th e n , i t  i s  m is le a d in g  to  s a y  t h a t  t h i s  i s  
H uysm ans' ' a r t  p o i t i q u e ' .  E ven  i f  we d is c o u n t  the f a o t  t h a t  he 
d is m is s e s  M a llarm é  an a  'jo k e *  i n  h i e  l e t t e r  to  Z o la  ( t h a t  he 
chose to  w r it e  a t  le n g t h  a b o u t s u c h  l i t t l e  known p o s t s  a s  M a lla rm é ,  
V e r la in e  o r  C o r b ie r e  d o u b t le s s  i s  s u f f i o i e n t  p ro o f i n  i t s e l f  o f  
g e n u in e  i n t e r e s t ) ,  n e v e r t h e le s s  we a r e  l e f t  w it h  th e  f a c t  t h a t  
the m ost a p p a r e n t q u a l i t y  o f  a l l  B u ysm an s' w ork i s  n o t  h y p e r -  
s u b t le  e l l i p s i s  b u t th e o p p o s it e ,  a  p e n ch a n t f o r  o v e rs ta te m e n t  
w hich o f t e n  p ro d u ce s c a r ic a t u r e  i n  h i s  c h a r a c t e r s  and s a t u r a t io n  
i n  h i s  d e s c r i p t i o n s .  ( 1 4 4 )  P e rh a p s we can e x p la in  t h i s  p arad o x  
by r e p l a c i n g  i t  w ith  a n o t h e r ! t h i s  p a ssa g e  on M allarm é  s t a t e s  
e x p l i c i t l y  the o s c i l l a t i o n  betw een n a t u r a l is m  and sy m b o lism , 
o r i f  one p r e f e r s ,  ' r e f e r e n t i a l l t y ' and ' t e x t u a l i t y ' ,  w h ich  ru n s  
th ro u g h  th e  w hole n o v e l ,  an o s c i l l a t i o n  w h ich  th e a u th o r  h im s e l f ,  
how ever, f i n a l l y  seems to  w is h  to  r e f u s e .  ( 1 4 5 )  I n  o t h e r  w o rd s, 
though one can  d e s c r ib e  A r e b o u r s  a s  a  'h e r m e t ic '  o r  m a g ic a l  
w ork, Huysm ans h im s e lf  r e j e c t s  t h i s  v ie w  o f  l i t e r a t u r e .  ( 1 4 6 )
Thus d e s E s s e in t e s  i s  n o t  a llo w e d  to  e s c a p e  ' r e a l i t y ' }  h i s  a r k  
i s  soon r i d d l e d  w ith  f i s s u r e s .  The a u th o r  o f  the n o v e l f in d s  h i s  
'c o n v e r s io n '  th ro u g h  l i t e r a t u r e ,  b u t  t h i s  c o n v e r s io n  ta k e s  him  
o u t s id e  l i t e r a t u r e ,  to  C a t h o l ic is m }  n e v e r t h e l e s s ,  he c o n t in u e s  to  
p r a c t is e  l i t e r a t u r e  though l e s s  an d  l e s s  s u re  o f  i t s  v a l u e ,  to  
p a r a d e , i n  th e n o v e ls  f o llo w in g  L a - b a s . w ith  l e s s  a n d  l e s s  
c o n v ic t io n  th e c r e a k in g  f i c t i o n a l  d e v ic e s  w h ich  des E s s e in t e s
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a lr e a d y  s c o r n s .
H u ysaan s a ls o  s c a n s  to  u n d e re s tim a te  th e  v a lu e  o f  A r e h o u r s
in  h is  own c r i t i c a l  comments on the n o v e l .  In  the p re fa ce  o f  1903»
fa r  fr o n  see in g  i t  as the cen trep ieoe  o f  h is  work, he presen ts  i t
in  b iogra p h ica l term s, as a confused i n i t i a l  statem ent o f  h is
s p i r i t u a l  d e ve lo p m e n t. An e n t r y  i n  h i s  u n p u b lis h e d  notebook
known a s  'L e  C a rn e t  v e r t 1 i s  even more n e g a t iv e !
A vec A Bebours e t  l e s  décadents! j ' a i  é té  une Here 
Gigogne n 'a ccou ch an t que de fa u sses  cou ch es. (147 )
T h is  i s  perhaps b e ca u se  Huysmans h as fo u n d  the so u rc e  o f  e x t e r n a l
v a lu e  w hich  des E s s e in t e s  y e a r n s  f o r i  th e a tte m p t to  c r e a t e
m eaning o n e s e lf ,  to  a s s e r t  the autonomy o f  a r t ,  i s  c o n s e q u e n tly
' a b o r t i v e ' ,  h e r e t i c a l .  Y e t  the im p a c t o f  A r e b o u r s  i s  due to
the d e n s it y ,  the t e x t u r e  o f  i t s  s e p a r a t e  e p is o d e s .  Huysm ans'
prose i s  almost l i t e r a l l y  a m a ter ia l, a ta n g ib le  substance. (1 4 8 )
A r e fe r e n c e  a t  the end o f  the c h a p t e r  on L a t i n  l i t e r a t u r e  to
' l e s  f a b r iq u e s  de v e r b e s  aux s u e s  é p u r é s , de s u b s t a n t i f s  s e n t a n t
l'encenB, d ' a d j e c t i f s  b i z a r r e s ,  taillés grossièrement dans l'or'
(p .6 1 )  shows how Huysmans s t r iv e s  to  c re a te  the i l l u s i o n  th at
words a r e  n o t s im p ly  v e h ic l e s  f o r  m e a n in g , b u t o b je c t s  i n  t h e i r
own r ig h t ,  w ith an 'e s s e n c e ',  g iv in g  o f f  in ce n se , m odelled in
g o ld .
A re b o u rs  c r e a t e s  a  f a n t a s y  w o r ld , th ro u g h  a  typ e o f  m a g ic a l
e n a ctm e n t. The a u t h o r 's  c a p r ic e s  a re  g iv e n  fo rm . A c c o r d in g  to
Dom inique H ogues: 'D e s  E s s e i n t e s ,  e ' e s t  Huysmans q u i v ie n t  de
gagner à la  l o t e r i e ' .  (149 ) Hoguez con tin u es !
De là  l e  r ô le  de la  d e s c r ip t io n  dans A reb ou rs i e l l e  a un 
r ô le  p er fo rm a tif ou , s i  l 'o n  p r é fè r e , magique.
( . . . )  Comme l e s  s o r c ie r s ,  Huysmans procède par mimétisme! 
son s ty le  e s t  à l 'im a g e  de oes o b je t s  q u 'i l  d é s ire  e t  o ' s s t  
comme s ' i l  a c h e ta it  chacun d 'e u x , dans l a  monnaie du la n g a g e , 
d 'un  mot rare ou d 'une tournure r a f f i n é e . ( . . . ^  Le mot e s t  
chez lu i  doublement signe ( l in g u is t iq u e  e t  m on éta ire ). ( 150 )
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H uysm ans' la n g u a g e  l a ,  l i t e r a l l y «  r i c h .  B a t  h i s  c o in a g e  i s  
p u r e ly  l i t e r a r y i  the w o rld  and o b je c t s  he c r e a t e s  a r e  o b r io u s ly  
an i l l u s i o n  produoed by th e  t e x t .  A s M ich e lin e  B e sn a x d -C o u ra o d o n  
s u g g e s ts «  a  p a r a d ig n  o f  th e  way A r e b o u r s  f u n c t io n s  can  be found  
i n  the scen e i n  c h a p t e r  n in e  where d e s  E s s e in t e s  makes a  v e n t r i ­
l o q u i s t  a c t  o u t the d ia lo g u e  betw een th e  S p h in x  and th e C h in e r a  
from  L a  T e n t a t io n  d« « « f n l  A n t o in e ; t h e  woman's v o ic e  ( t h a t  i s «  
th e t e x t )  h o ld s  to g e th e r  an im p o s s ib le  i d e a l  (e x p r e s s e d  i n  th e  
fam ous se n te n ce  'J e  c h e rc h e  des p a rfu m s nouveau x« d es f l e u r s  p lu s  
la r g e s «  des p l a i s i r s  in é p r o u v é s ')  and a  s o r d id  r e a l i t y  ( t h e  sp e a k e r  
i s  b a s i c a l l y  a  t a le n t e d  p r o s t i t u t e ) .  Huysm ans c a n n o t e s c a p e  the  
s o r d id ,  the h a llm a r k  o f  n a t u r a l is m }  b u t  th e ' v a l u e '  o r  p o in t  o f  
th e scen e l i e s  i n  the c r e a t io n  o f  th e  i l l u s i o n ,  the m ise en  scène  
o f  th e d ia lo g u e . V h a t i s  e x p r e s s e d , m o re o v e r, i s  n o t  r e a l l y  an 
i d e a l  i t s e l f ,  b u t  the d e s ir e  f o r  an i d e a l .  As B e sn a rd -C o u rso d o n  s a y s :
S e u l s u b s is t e  l e  d é s i r  du d é s i r .  L a  m ise  en scè n e  de  
l a  jo u is s a n c e  se f a i t  jo u is s a n c e  de l a  a i s e  en s c è n e . ( 1 5 1 )
Ve r e t u r n ,  i t  se em s, to  a  h i g h l y  f o r m a l is t  v ie w  o f  A r e b o u r s .
To quote Voguez a g a in :
A r e b o u r s ,  c ' e s t  l ' u t o p i e  e x trê m e  e t  t r o u b la n t e  d 'u n  monde 
e n tiè r e m e n t fa n ta s m a tiq u e  s u b s t i t u é  au monde r é e l :  i l  n ' y  a  
p lu s  de r é f é r e n t ,  i l  n ' y  a  p lu s  q u 'u n  s i g n i f i é  immensément 
d i l a t é .  B an s L e s  N o u r r it u r e s  t e r r e s t r e s  a u  c o n t r a i r e ,  c ' e s t  
l e  r é f é r e n t  q u i p o u r a i n s i  d i r e  p re n d  to u te  l a  p l a c e :  l e s  
s ig n e s  du la n g a g e  s ' é p u i s e n t . . .  a  l e  p o u r s u i v r e . . .  e t  e ^ e s t  
à  p e in e  ( d 'o ù  c e t t e  form e a p h o r is t iq u e ,  e l l i p t i q u e ,  d 'o ù  
c e s  h a lè te m e n t s )  s ' i l s  p a r v ie n n e n t  a  sim p le m e n t l ' é v o q u e r .  ( 1 5 2 )
Thus w h ile  G id e 's  work b e ck o n s f r a n t i c a l l y  tow ards the w o r ld ,
A re b o u rs  c lo s e s  i n  upon i t s e l f ,  r e f u s i n g  to  r e f e r  to  th e  o u t s id e .
B oth  Dom inique T a ch o n , i n  an a r t i c l e  a p p r o p r ia t e ly  e n t i t l e d
' A r e b o u r s : l a  r e p r é s e n t a t io n  b la n c h e ' and G ro jn o w sk i a rg u e
much the same p o i n t .  ( 1 5 5 )  A c c o r d in g  t o  th e l a t t e r ,  the n o v e l
c o n t a in s  'Une s u b v e r s io n  de l a  r e p r é s e n t a t io n '  i n  f a v o u r  o f  ' l e
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rè g n e  du s i g n « '  ( 1 5 4 )» w h ile  th e  ' r e a l i s t  i l l u s i o n '  s e e s  w r it in g  
a s  t r a n e l u c i d ,  an o p t ie s l  in s t r u m e n t  w h ich  r e f l e c t s  th s  w orld  
(one t h in k s  o f  Z o l a ' s  s c r e e n s  o r  S t e n d h a l's  m i r r o r s ) ,  A re b o u rs  
s t o p s  s h o r t  a t  i t s e l f .  I t s -  o b je c t  i s  n o t  th e w o rld  b u t the  
t e x t  I t s e l f .
Such p o l a r i s a t i o n s ,  h o w e v e r, between ' t r a d i t i o n a l '  and  
'm odern' w o r k s , t e x t u a l ! t y  an d  r e f e r e n t i a l i t y ,  seem in a d e q u a t e .
I t  h a s a lr e a d y  been a r g u e d , f o l lo w in g  th e  v ie w s  o f  e r i t i o s  su ch  
a s  L e m a it r e , V a le r y  o r  Hamon, t h a t  the s u p p o s e d ly  'p h o t o g r a p h ic '  
n a t u r a l i s t  t e x t  a c t u a l l y  c o n t a in s  a  h ig h ly  r e f l e x i v e  com ponent.
One m ig h t a s k  th e n , f o l lo w in g  th e  q u o t a t io n  from  Hogues ab o ve: 
h a s Huysmans i n  A re b o u r s  abandoned n a t u r a l i s t  w r it in g  (o o p y in g  
the r e a l  w o r ld  m in u t e ly )  to  c r e a t e  f a n t a s y ,  o r i s  i t  n o t  r a t h e r  
t h a t  the e x tr e m e ly  dense typ e o f  d e s c r ip t iv e  w r it in g  p r a c t is e d  
by n a t u r a l is m ,  f a r  from  b e in g  s im p ly  r e f e r e n t i a l  and le a d in g  the  
r e a d e r  th ro u g h  i t s e l f  and b a c k  to  the r e a l  w o r ld , a c t u a l l y  
e s t a b l is h e s  a  form  o f  autonom y th rou g h  i t s  v e r y  s o l i d i t y  (w h e re a s, 
on the o t h e r  h a n d , the s t y l e  o f  L e s  N o u r r it u r e s  t e r r e s t r e s , as  
d e s c r ib e d  b y  H o g u e s, i s  more d e p e n d e n t on the im p lie d  r e f e r e n c e  
to  the r e a l  w o r ld , b e ca u se  i t s  v e r y  ' t h in n e s s '  demands som eth in g  
o u t s id e  i t s e l f  to  f i l l  i t  i n ) ?  G eorges B l i n  a t t r i b u t e s  S t e n d h a l's  
p arcim o n y w it h  d e s c r ip t iv e  d e t a i l s  to a  d e s ir e  to  a v o id  s a t u r a t io n  
o r  m yo p ia, w h ic h  b lo c k  th e im a g in a t iv e  p r o c e s s  ( 1 5 5 )  —  f a u l t s  
w h ic h , one m ig h t w e ll  f e e l ,  p r e c i s e l y  te n d  to  a f f l i c t  n a t u r a l i s t  
n i  t in g .  The s t r u g g le  to  r e n d e r  the w o rld  i n  a  m u lt it u d e  o f  
d e t a i l s  becomes a  s t r u g g le  w it h  la n g u a g e .
I n  an y  e a s e , i t  seems l i k e l y  t h a t  Huysmans h im s e lf  would  
have r e je c t e d  the 'm o d e r n is t '  l a b e l  w h ich  some c r i t i o s  a t t a c h  to  
h im . ( 1 5 6 )  F o r  J u l e s  L e m a it r e ,  he was a  s o r t  o f  'p r é c ie u x  r i d i c u l e ' .
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th e  e le g a n c e  o f  h ie  s t y l e  c o n t r a s t in g  g r o t e s q u e ly  w it h  th e s o r d id ­
n e s s  o f h i s  s u b je c t  n a t t e r .  B . N e i s s ,  r e f l e c t i n g  on ' l a  m o d e rn ité  
d u  s t y l e  h u y s a a n s ie n ' ,  r e m a r k s :
Le s t y l e  e s t  l a  p r é o c c u p a t io n  p re m iè re  de l ' a u t e u r ,  comme 
i l  en T a  d 'h a b it u d e  d an s l e s  p é r io d e s  de d é c a d e n c e , où l e  
s o u c i de l a  forme l'e m p o r t e  s u r  c e l u i  du c o n te n u , où to u t  
e s t  ramené a  des p r é o c c u p a t io n s  d ' é c r i t u r e .  ( 1 5 7 )
B u t s t y l e  i s  i t s e l f  a s  much a  s u b s ta n c e  a s  a  form  f o r  E u ysm an s,
something ornate and lu x u r io u s ; he r e je c t s  Stendhal because h is
s t y le  seems dry , barren , w ith ou t body . (1 5 8 ) Though we may agree
w it h  M eyers o r D u p lo y é , who s u g g e s t  t h a t  E u y sm a n s' d e c o r a t iv e  e x c e s s
i s  a  stra ta g e m  f o r  c o n c e a l in g  e m p t in e s s , Huysm ans h im s e l f ,  by
i n s i s t i n g  on the p rim a c y  o f  la n g u a g e , i n  f o r  exam ple th e  u t o p ia n
p r e s e n t a t io n  o f th e p ro se  poem, seems to be lo o k in g  n o t  tow ards
'f o r m a lis m ',  b u t a  k in d  o f  h y p e r -r e a lis m s  w ords a re  n o t  a r b i t r a r y
s i g n i f i e s ,  b u t r e c e p t a c le s  c o n t a in in g  an u n e n d in g  s o u r c e  o f
m ean in g , u n sh a k e a b le  and a b s o lu t e ,  p r o d u c in g  e c s t a s y .  ( 1 5 9 )
T h a t  he r e je c t s  th e a r b i t r a r y  t r a p p in g s  o f  th e  n o v e l i n  fa v o u r
o f  the m y s t ic  e p it h e t ,  h o w e v e r, s u g g e s ts  t h a t  Euysm ans r e a l i s e s
t h a t  n a t u r a l is m , bound to  th e  c o n t in g e n c ie s  o f  the w o r ld , can
n e v e r  re a c h  t h is  s t a t e  o f  g r a c e ,  and a ls o  t h a t  l i t e r a t u r e  can
n e v e r  o f f e r  him a  ' s o l u t i o n ' ,  s in c e  he r e j e c t s  n a t u r a l is m  w h ile
w r it in g  a  n o v e l t h a t  d e r iv e s  from  n a t u r a l is m ,  and c o n t in u e s  to
w r it e  s i m i l a r  n o v e ls .  À r e b o u r s ,  th e n , r e p r e s e n t s  b o th  a  tr iu m p h
o f  l i t e r a t u r e  and a t  th e same tim e a  r e je c t i o n  o f  l i t e r a t u r e ,  o f
th e  a e s t h e t ic ,  f o r m a l is t  v e n t u r e .
The m u lt ip le  p a ra d o x e s o f  A r e b o u r s  c a n  p e rh a p s b e s t  be 
e x p la in e d  a s  a  s e r i e s  o f  o s c i l l a t i n g  movements w h ich  s t a r t  from  
some o f  the themes and c o n c e p t io n s  o f  n a t u r a l is m .  B io l o g i c a l  
d e te rm in ism  and s o c i a l  c o n d it io n in g  s t r u g g le  w ith  an a s s e r t io n
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o f  in d iv id u a l  in d e p e n d e n ce  from  th e w o rld } a  v i s i o n  o f  u n i v e r s a l  
fra g m e n ta tio n  and d e co m p o sit io n «  p r o d u c in g  a e s t h e t ic  r e v o l t «  
s t r u g g le s  w it h  a  n o s t a l g ia  f o r  th e  w hole« th e n a t u r a l}  a  
m a g n if ic e n t «  m in u t e ly  d e t a i l e d  r e c o r d in g  o f  th e  d im e n s io n s  o f  an  
in v e n t e d  r e a l i t y  ru n s  p a r a l l e l  to  a  r e j e c t i o n  o f  th e f i c t i o n a l ,  
a  d e s ir e  to  t r a n s c e n d  th e  l i m i t s  o f  the n o v e l to  a  h ig h e r ,  more 
d i r e c t  form  o f  co m m u n ica tio n . Huysm ans n e it h e r  r e a l l y  r e j e c t s  
n o r  c o n t in u e s  th e n a t u r a l i s t  n o v e l ,  b u t s e t s  o u t  to  d is c o v e r  
th e  l i m i t s  o f  th e m ain o o n d it io n in g  f o r o e s  o f  n a t u r a l is m  _
(d e te r m in is m , d e c o m p o s it io n , d e s c r ip t io n )  and what p o s s ib le  
a l t e r n a t i v e s  th e r e  may be to  th e s e  f o r c e s  ( r e v o l t ,  a e s t h e t ic is m ,  
s y m b o lis m ). B u t des E s s e i n t e s ' s  r e v o l t  f a i l s  and Huysm ans r e j e c t s  
th e p ro p o sa l t h a t  l i t e r a t u r e  can  be i t s  own s o u r c e  o f  v a lu e  a s  
p u r e ly  u t o p ia n . L ik e  h i s  h e r o , he i s  b ro u g h t b a ck  to  th e  
w o r ld ly  w o r ld , r e m a in in g , i n  t h i s  s e n s e , a  n a t u r a l i s t .  The 
jo u r n e y  o f d is c o v e r y  o f  A r e h o u r s  le a d s  h im  f u l l  c i r c l e .
One b e g in s  to  se e  how d i f f i c u l t  i t  i s  to  s e p a r a te  H uysm ans' 
l i t e r a r y  and s p i r i t u a l  d e v e lo p m e n t. S in o e  A re h o u r s  r e j e c t s  both  
th e n a t u r a l  ( s o c i e t y  and n a t u r e  a r e  r o t t e n )  and a l s o  shows th e  
h o llo w n e ss  o f  th e pose o f  d e ca d e n t a e s t h e t ic is m  (d e s  E s s e i n t e s ' s  
in d ep en d en ce i s  s p u r io u s , j u s t  a s  th e  dream  o f  a  l i t e r a t u r e  
w h ich  c r e a t e s  i t s  own r e a l i t y  re m a in s  a  d re a m ), the a u th o r  seems 
to  le a v e  h im s e lf  l i t t l e  room f o r  m an o e u vre . Two r e c e n t  comment­
a t o r s  (P u m a ro li and V a ld n e r )  h ave  t r ie d  to  r e v i t a l i s e  th e  
t r a d i t i o n a l  'C a t h o l ic *  i n t e r p r e t a t io n  o f  Huyem ans' aim s i n  
w r it in g  A r e h o u r s  ( a  r e d u c t iv e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  w hioh Huysmans 
makes h im s e lf  i n  the p r e f a c e  o f  1 9 0 3 )  by p r e s e n t in g  the w r i t e r ' s  
e v e n t u a l c o n v e r s io n  a s  a  l i t e r a r y  t r a n s f o r m a t io n .
Marc P u m a r o li s e e s  A r e h o u r s  a s  a  typ e  o f  e x o r c is m . Huysmans
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p r o je c t s  h im se lf in to  des E sss in tes  's a r c a s t i c a l l y '  —-  in  oth er
w ord s, 'p o u r s ' e n  a r r a c h e r ,  e t  s e  l i b é r e r ,  en l ' o b j e c t i v a n t ,
d 'u n e  de s e s  t e n t a t io n s  l e s  p lu s  p r o f o n d e s '.  ( 1 6 0 ) S e s  E s s e in t e s
i s  a  d i l e t t a n t e  h au n ted  by im p o te n ce  and p s y c h o s is  (we r e c a l l  t h a t
Huysmans d e s cr ib e s  A rebours as 'd e  l a  démenoe e t  de l a  b a v e ',
and as 'mon cauchemar de ra ffin em en t a r r iv e  ju s q u 'à  l a  f o l i e ' ) j ( l 6 l )
Ee i s  to  Huysmans a s  W e rth e r i s  to  C o e t h e , o r  Swann to  P r o u s t .  ( 1 6 2 )
The decadent work, o f  which A rebou rs i s  a  prime example,
escapes the s ta te  o f  v e r t ig o  and d is p e r s io n  from which i t s
h e ro e s s u f f e r  by c e l e b r a t in g  t h i s  s t a t e )  th e  book com m unicates
' l e  v e r t ig e  de l a  d e s t r u c t io n '  to  o t h e r s ,  and i n  so d o in g
p r e s e r v e s  i t s  c r e a t o r  from  i t .  ( 1 6 3 )
Although th is  'c a r t h a r t i c '  in te r p r e ta t io n  does help  exp la in
the p r o c e s s  o f  m a g n if ic a t io n  and d i s t o r t i o n  one f in d s  i n  the
c r e a t io n  o f  des E s s e i n t e s ,  the e f f i c a c y  o f  the e x o r c is m  seems
d o u b tfu l. Huysmans com plains to  Z o la  th a t  w r it in g  A rebours
h a s a c t u a l l y  e x a c e rb a te d  ' ( s a )  p e r s o n n e l le  n é v r o s e ' ( 1 6 4 ) 5  in  h i s
next n o v e l. En ra d e , he in ven ts another d i l e t t a n t e ,  Jacques M aries,
who, r e v e r s in g  th e p r o je c t  o f  d e s E s s e i n t e s ,  s e e k s  h i s  s o lu t io n
by r e t i r i n g  to  th e  c o u n t r y s id e ,  th e  bosom o f  n a t u r e ,  a s  i t  w ere.
(S u ch  n a iv e t y  i s  o f  c o u rs e  p u n is h e d .)  B u t  c e r t a i n l y  th e  n o v e ls
o f  Huysmans a r e ,  a s  W ald n er s a y s ,  a  s u c c e s s io n  o f  e x p lo r a t io n s .
While Zola  stands ou tsid e  h is  e n q u ir ie s ,
H uysm ans, s e n s ib le  e t  p lu s  f r a g i l e ,  ne c e s s e  de s ' in t e r r o g e r  
s u r  l a  v a l e u r  de ce q u ' i l  d é co u v re  e t i u r  l e  se n s  d 'u n e  
e x p é r ie n c e  du r é e l  q u i ,  d 'e s t h é t iq u e  à  l ' o r i g i n e ,  s 'a p p r o ­
f o n d it  ra p id e m e n t en e x p é r ie n c e  m o r a le .  Son re g a rd  d e v ie n t  
v i s i o n  e t  l a  v i s i o n  d é c o u v e rte  é v e n t u e lle m e n t  s u b v e r s iv e  
de l ' o b j e t ,  ce p e n d a n t que l ' o b s e r v a t i o n  d e s c h o se s in d u i t  
en une n o s t a lg ie  de l ' I t r e ,  a v a n t  d ' a b o u t i r  à  un c o n s t a t  
de c a re n c e  e t  à  une co n d am n atio n  r a d i c a l s .  ( 1 6 5 )
Through h i s  n a t u r a l i s t  in v e s t i g a t io n s  o f  a  r e a l i t y  seen to  have
le s s  and le s s  v a lu e , Huysmans d is c o v e r s  a 'néant métaphysique'. ( 1 6 6 )
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T h is  d i i e o T t r y  i s  n o t in c id e n t a l  to  th e  a c t  o f  w r it in g »  b u t a  
d i r e c t  r e s u l t s  ' A R e b o u rs n ' s s t  p as t a n t  l e  tém oin que l ' in s t r u m e n t  
de s a  m étam orphose*,  a  p aradigm
du r e t e n t is s e m e n t  e s s e n t ie l  q u 'im p liq u e  l e  r e c o u r s  à
l 'im a g in a ir e  e t  du pouvoir 'c o n s t i t u a n t ' de l 'é c r i t u r e .  (1 6 7 )
I t  i s  w e l l  known t h a t  the e v e n t w h ic h  m ost changed the  
c o u rs e  o f  H u ysm an s' e x is t e n c e  i n  m id d le  a g e , h i s  r e t u r n  to  the  
C a t h o l ic  c h u r c h ,  sp ra n g  from  h i s  r e s e a r c h  o r  s e a r c h  f o r  a  new 
form  o f  l i t e r a r y  e x p r e s s io n  a f t e r  he had co m p le te d  L a -b a a .  B ut  
L à - b a s . in  th e  o p e n in g  c h a p t e r , a lr e a d y  s t a t e s  e x p l i c i t l y  the  
d e s ir e  f o r  a  l i t e r a r y  c o n v e r s io n , the w is h  to  tran sm u te  n a t u r a l is m  
in t o  a  w id e r , more s a t i s f y i n g  fo rm . P e rh a p s th e im p a c t , the  
c o lo u r  and th e  a d v e n tu ro u s n e s s  o f A r e b o u r s ,  and to  a  l e s s e r  
e x t e n t  o f  En r a d e  and L à -b a s . can  be a t t r i b u t e d  to  th e  f a c t  t h a t  
th e y  a r e ,  a s  i t  w ere, w r it t e n  ' a g a in s t  n a t u r a l i s m ' .  V h i l e  
H uysm ans, i n  th e s e  th re e  c e n t r a l  w o rk s, s u c c e s s f u l l y  m a in t a in s  
a  t e n s io n  betw een th e d ic t a t e s  o f  a  l i t e r a r y  g en re b a s e d  on 
m a t e r ia l is m  a n d  h i s  own id e a l is m ,  the t h r e e  n o v e ls  t h a t  p rece d e  
them a r e  e s s e n t i a l l y  ju v e n i l e  p ro d u c ts  o f  t h i s  g e n r e , and the  
th re e  n o v e ls  t h a t  f o llo w  them lo s e  t h e i r  f i c t i o n a l  autonom y 
u n d e r the w e ig h t  o f the C a t h o l ic  dogma w h ich  th e y  s t r u g g le  to
e n co m p ass.
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For Huysmans, the years between A rebou re  and La-baa were 
those o f  the 'in c u b a t io n ' o f  h is  r e l ig io u s  f a i t h ,  a p er iod  he 
h im se lf regarded as being shrouded in  m ystery (p re fa ce  to A re h o u rs , 
p .x x v i i ) .  From a b iog ra p h ica l v iew , En rade (1887) and La-bas 
(1891) thus f a l l  in t o  a t r a n s it io n a l  phase in  Huysmans' l i t e r a r y  
output and both rep resen t attem pts to  f in d  a su b s t itu te  f o r  the 
n a tu r a lis t  n o v e l, which A rehours had made redundant. The f in a l  
s o lu t io n  w i l l  be to  turn the exp erien ce  o f  con vers ion  in to  a s e r ie s  
o f  a u tob iog ra p h ica l n o v e ls ; but in  the meantime, having d ec la red  
h im se lf aga in st naturalism  in  A re h o u rs . Huysmans t r ie s  to  d is c o v e r  
in  these two works what l i e s  beyond n a tu ra lism . But ju s t  as 
A reh ou rs , whatever i t s  r e v o lu t io n a ry  n a tu re , remains embedded in  
a p h y s io lo g ic a l f a t a l i t y  which i s  h ig h ly  n a t u r a l is t ,  so  too  the 
in n ovatory  e x p lo ra t io n s  o f  En rade and La-bas ev en tu a lly  revea l 
a s im ila r  c i r c u la r i t y :  though the f i r s t  n ov e l con ta in s sequences 
which seem pu rely  fa n t a s t ic ,  on another l e v e l  i t  belongs to  the 
genre o f  the 'p ea sa n t n o v e l ' ,  ( l )  where heredity and environment 
continue to  p lay  a v i t a l  r o l e .  R e a lis in g  perhaps that he w i l l  
always remain a n a tu r a l is t  whatever h is  fr u s tr a te d  id e a lism , in  
the f i r s t  chapter o f  L a -bas. a f t e r  d e l iv e r in g  a ca u s t ic  c r i t ic i s m  
o f  naturalism  as p ra ctise d  by h is  con tem p oraries , Huysmans o u t l in e s  
a programme fo r  a new n atu ra lism , the 'n atu ra lism e s p i r i t u a l i s t e ' 
which a n t ic ip a te s  the am bitious s t r iv in g  f o r  syn th esis  o f  the 
r e l ig io u s  works which fo l lo w  L a -b a s . The nature and v a l id i t y  
o f  th is  new n atu ra lism , as rev ea led  in  En rade and L a -bas. form 
the su b je c t  m atter o f  th is  ch a p ter .
'One i n d i c i b l e  t r i s t e s s e  l u i  s e r r a i t  a nouveau l e  c o e u r ' 
( p .5 4 ) :  such p h ra ses  r in g  l i k e  a m e la n ch o ly  r e f r a in  th rou ghou t 
En r a d e . as the h e ro  Jacqu es K a r le s  w ith  e v e r  in c r e a s in g  angu ish
sees  h is  d e s ir e  f o r  a cou n try  r e t r e a t  turn  in t o  a h arrow in g  f i a s c o .  
On the run from  h i s  c r e d it o r s  in  P a r i s ,  he and h is  w ife  L o u ise  seek  
momentary re fu g e  in  the d e se r te d  ch fltea u  de Lourps ( s i t u a t e d  in  
the B r ie ,  near P r o v in s ) ,  w hich i s  lo o k e d  a f t e r  by h is  w i f e 's  aunt 
and u n c le ,  the p ea sa n ts  N orine and A n to in e . But the h o p e d - fo r  
haven , the ' r a d e ' ,  turns o u t to  be a  t r a p . L i f e  in  the co u n tr y s id e  
p roves  t o  be m ise ra b le  and c o s t l y ,  thanks to  the b r u t a l ,  g ra s p in g  
p e a s a n ts , the d e r e l i c t  ch& teau, the f o u l  w eather and the in a c c e s s ­
i b i l i t y  o f  p r o v i s io n s .  At the same t im e , the woes o f  J a c q u e s 's  
p e rso n a l e x is t e n c e  are d e s c r ib e d  in  g r a t in g  d e t a i l .  H is n ig h ts  
are torm ented  by stra n ge  dream s; h i s  w ife  by a m y ster iou s  i l l n e s s ,  
whose symptoms th e y  ob serve  in  a s t r a y  c a t ,  the h o r r i f i c  d eath  
th ro e s  o f  w hich seem to  p r e d ic t  a l l  t o o  c l e a r l y  the f a t e  w hich  
aw a its  L o u is e . U nable to  r e s i s t  t h i s  ch a o s , the two o f  them 
b eg in  to  f e e l  an in c r e a s in g  a v e r s io n  f o r  one a n o th e r ; su ch  i s  the 
fa t e  o f  human r e l a t i o n s  when put t o  the t e s t ,  Huysmans o p in e s .
Thus as Leon B loy  rem arked, ( 2 )  the t i t l e  o f  the book  seems 
somewhat i r o n i c a l  (though  the e x p r e s s io n  ' l a i s s e r  en r a d e ' means, 
n o t  a s a fe  b e r th , but to  be l e f t  h ig h  and d r y , in  the l u r c h ) .  Y et 
s t r a n g e ly  enough , o n ly  a f o r t n ig h t  a f t e r  the book was p u b lis h e d  
in  A p r il  1887, ( 3 )  Huysmans r e c o r d s  a q u ite  genuine y e a rn in g  f o r  
a 'r a d e ' in  the co u n try  in  the 'C a r n e t  v e r t '  h av in g  p r e v io u s ly  
d e s c r ib e d  Lourps i t s e l f  as a 'h a v re *  and a 'r a d e ' in  a l e t t e r  o f  
August 1883 . ( 4 )  Only in  1901, d r iv e n  back to  PariB from  L ig u g e , 
d id  Euysmans a p p a re n tly  f i n a l l y  l e a r n  the le s s o n  o f  En ra d e  and 
g iv e  up such  a s p ir a t io n s ,  as a g loom y n ote  in  the 'C a r n e t ' 
i n d i c a t e s .  ( 5 )  En rade i s  th en , i n  a s e n s e , a d e e p ly  p e rso n a l 
n o v e l ,  a p a rt  from  i t s  ob v iou s  a u t o b io g r a p h ic a l  s o u r c e s . ( 6 )  
C e r ta in ly  i t  i s  more than a s a r d o n ic  a ccou n t o f  p easan t l i f e
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and m anners, c o n v e n ie n t ly  p re d a t in g  Z o la 's  La T erre by a  few
m onths, and seem in g ly  determ ined  to  d is p e l  on ce and f o r  a l l  any
rem ain in g  n o t io n s  o f  b u c o l i c  b l i s s ,  w ith  i t s  gruesom e p r e s e n ta t io n s
o f  a c a l v in g ,  a  b u l l  c o v e r in g  a  cow , and sw eat-soak ed  la b o u r e rs  in
the f i e l d s .  U n like  Z o la , Buysmans r e v e a ls  no com pen satin g  d e s ir e
to  hymn paeans to  the fru c tu o u s  e a r t h .
A t f i r s t  s ig h t ,  the n o v e l appears to  s p l i t  in t o  two h a lv e s ,
as the S w iss  w r it e r  Édouard Hod s u g g e s ts  in  a l e t t e r  t o  the authors
Je p r é fé r é  sans com paraison  des l i v r e s  comme A R ebours e t  
En Rade à v o s  p r é c é d e n ts . I l  me sem ble que c ' e s t  seulem ent 
d an s  c e u x - là  que vous 8 t e s  e n tiè re m e n t vous-m 6m e, avec 
v o t r e  d ou b le  n ature de f a n t a i s i s t e  e t  d 'o b s e r v a t e u r .  (7 )
Thus, on one s id e ,  one m ight a rg u e , th ere  i s  a farm yard  v e r s io n  
o f  n a tu r a lis m , w ith  u n cle  A n to in e  co v e re d  in  l iq u i d  dung b u r s t in g  
in t o  the P a r is ia n s ' bedroom (c h a p t e r  f o u r ) ,  and a p r e s e n ta t io n  o f  
the main c y c le s  o f  l i f e  ( b i r t h ,  d e a th , m ating) s e e n , a p p r o p r ia t e ly  
enough th o s e  opponents o f  the 'b e s t i a l '  a s p e c ts  o f  n a tu ra lism  
m ight h ave th ou gh t, as they a f f e c t  anim als ( in  La T e r r e . Z o la  
manages t o  have a cow and a p ea sa n t woman g iv in g  b ir t h  s im u lta n e o u s ly  
in  a d jo in in g  ro o m s). M eanw hile, in s id e  J a c q u e s 's  bedroom , u n r o l ls  
a s e r i e s  o f  lu r id  dreams a p p a re n tly  in s p ir e d  by G ustave Moreau o r  
O d ilon  Redon (8 )  and u n con n ected  w ith  the d iu rn a l r u s t i c  a c t io n .
In  the f i r s t  sequence (ch a p te r  tw o ) ,  Jacques sees  the bedroom 
w a ll o f  the s i n i s t e r  ch&teau d i s s o lv i n g ,  seem in g ly  u n der su per­
n atu ra l o r  h a l lu c in a t o r y  a c t i o n ;  o n ly  r e t r o s p e c t i v e ly  are th ese 
even ts  in t e g r a t e d  in t o  the r e a l i s t i c  n a r r a t iv e  w ith  th e  e x p la n a t io n  
th a t he was dream ing. The two o th e r  sequ en ces are d e l i b e r a t e ly
i s o la t e d  in t o  sep a ra te  ch a p te rs  ( f i v e  and t e n ) ,  as though ja u n d ic e d ,
by day
c o n s c io u s  o b s e r v a t io n  o f  co u n try  l i fe ^ w e r e  b e in g  s e t  a g a in s t  —  
but a l s o  d iv id e d  from  —  e x p lo r a t io n  o f  the b iz a r r e  rea lm s o f
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the h e r o 'e  u n co n sc io u s  im a g in a t io n  by n ig h t .
To Z o la 's  perhaps p r e d ic t a b le  r e j e c t i o n  o f  t h is  o p p o s i t io n ,
Huys mans r e p l ie d  d e f e r e n t i a l l y !
Quant à v o t r e  o p in io n  su r  l e s  jam bes d i f f é r e n t e s  de ce  
p a n ta lo n , l 'u n e  r é e l l e ,  l 'a u t r e  en l ' a i r ,  e l l e  e s t  h é la s ! 
l a  m ienne. Vos r é f l e x i o n s  s o n t  absolu m en t ju s t e s .  ( . . . )  
c e s  t r o i s  grands d ia b le B  de c h a p i t r e s . . .  o n t  un peu l ' a i r  
de v e n ir  à 1 'h a za rd  ( s i c ) de l a  f o u r c h e t t e .  ( 9 )
R obert B a ld ick  s u g g e s ts  t h is  p o la r i t y  in d i c a t e s  Huysmans'
d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n  w ith  n a tu r a lis m , the d e s i r e  f o r  'tw o  p a th s '
e x p re sse d  e x p l i c i t l y  in  L a -b a s : o r  as Léon B loy  put i t :
l 'e s t h é t i c i e n  s u r é le v é ,  cu lm in a n t, d ' A R ebou rs , v a in cu  
p ar 1 'incom m utable d e s t in  d 'im p o p u la r it é  de to u t  grand 
a r t i s t e ,  mais in a p te  à se  tr a n s fo r m e r , a to u t  n a t u r e l le ­
ment c h o is i  l 'e s t u a i r e  i l l i m i t é  des songes pour y d é g o rg e r  
l 'in a v o u a b le  s p i r i t u a l i t é . d e  sa  p en sée ! (1 0 )
But the d i s l o c a t i o n  im p lie d  by such  in t e r p r e t a t io n s  —  g r a t in g
n a tu ra lism  o c c a s io n a l ly  b e in g  exchanged f o r  a s p i r i t u a l  or
f a n t a s t i c  s a fe t y  v a lv e  —  g iv e s  a m is le a d in g  im p ress ion  o f  the
c o n t in u it y  and ton e o f  En r a d e . S in ce  th e  dreams o n ly  occu py
three o u t  o f  the tw e lve  c h a p t e r s ,  th ere  i s  a c e r t a in  d is p r o p o r t io n ,
b e s id e s , in  thiB  sim p le  c o n t r a s t ;  though o f  cou rse  one m ight a ls o
in c lu d e  in  the ' f a n t a s t i c '  J a c q u e s 's  d a r k ly  humorous s p e c u la t io n s
about the uses o f  e x t r a c t s  from  co r p s e s  as  perfum es and s p ic e s  in
ch a p ter  n ine (a  passage w hich  appears in  B r e to n 's  A n th o lo g ie  de
l'h u m ou r n o i r ) .
G a l lo t  d is m iss e s  the dreams as mere l i t e r a r y  s e t p i e c e s ,  
p r e te x ts  f o r  bravu ra  w r i t in g .  (1 1 )  E v id e n t ly  th ere  i s  some tru th  
in  t h i s ;  the secon d  dream , o f  the lu n a r e x c u r s io n , f o r  in s ta n c e , 
i s  a d e v e lo p e d  v e r s io n  o f  the p ro se  poem 'Cauchem ar' in  the 
CroouiB p a r is ie n s . V et En rade a c t u a l ly  rea d s  much more sim p ly  
and h arm on iou sly  than many o f  Huysmans' o th e r  n o v e ls ,  where 
docum entation  o r  d e s c r ip t io n  tend  to  take ov er  the n a r r a t iv e .
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As M ichael I s s a c h a r o f f  s a y s , o f  En r a d e :
C 'e s t  une dea rarea  oeuvrea  que l e  rom a n cier  n ' a lo u r d i t  pas
d 'u n e  documen t a t  ion  e x c e s s iv e ;  i l  l a i s s e  pour une f o i a  l ib r e
coura  a son im a g in a t io n . (1 2 )
The o p p o s it io n  d r e a m s -r e a l it y ,  o r  f a n t a s t i c - n a t u r a l i s t i c ,  a g a in s t  
w hich com m entators stum ble i s  in  f a c t  o n ly  one o f  a  number o f  
o p p o s it io n s  which one can make in  c h a r t in g  o u t the th em a tic  
s tr u c tu r e  o f  the n o v e l .  M ight i s  c o n t r a s t e d  t o  d ay , o r  d ark n ess  
to  l i g h t .  Jacques i s  to r tu re d  n o t  o n ly  by dream s, but by h a rv e s t  
bugs th a t s e t  the s k in  on f i r e  ( p .1 7 6 ) ,  o r  by the in te rm in a b le  
agony o f  the ca t  (c h a p te r  t w e lv e ) ,  s o  th a t  he i s  d r iv e n  from  
r e s t  by both  s p i r i t u a l  and p h y s ic a l  a n g u ish . Humorous e p is o d e s  
(a d m it te d ly  o f  a macabre s o r t ,  as o f t e n  as n o t )  break up th e  
p erva d in g  sense o f  m elan ch oly ; s i m i l a r l y ,  Huysmans som etim es 
in t e r r u p ts  h is  g l e e f u l  debunking o f  r u r a l  myths w ith  g e n u in e ly  
l y r i c a l  d e s c r ip t io n s  o f  n a tu r e . A g a in , the o p p r e ss io n  J a cq u es  
i s  g r ip p ed  by may g iv e  way to  a f e e l i n g  o f  ca lm . The P a r is ia n s ,  
im pecunious and d e b i l i t a t e d ,  p re se n te d  w ith  some s e n s i t i v i t y ,  
are o b v io u s ly  s e t  a g a in s t  the p e a s a n ts , who p o s s e s s  a p r im it iv e  
s tre n g th  but a ls o  a  c a r ic a t u r a l  s e t  o f  v i c e s .  F in a l ly ,  n a t u r e , 
p r o l i f e r a t in g  lu x u r io u s ly  b u t d a n g e ro u s ly  as i t  in vades th e  
ch&teau and ch u rch , re d u cin g  them to  d e ca y , o r  a s s a i l in g  the 
p r o ta g o n is ts  in  th e  form o f  the h a r v e s t  bu gs, i s  tamed in  the 
s t a s is  o f  the lu n a r  v i s i o n .
The fa n t a s t i c  or  s y m b o lic , m o re o v e r , ta k e s  ov er  the 
whole domain o f  th e  ch&teau de L o u rp s . The s t o r y  opens l i k e  
a G oth ic  n ov e lt  the church o u t l in e d  in  b la ck  a g a in s t  the f la m in g  
red  c lo u d s  o f  a s u n s e t , the s i lh o u e t t e s  o f  i t s  r o s e  windows 
l ik e  'd e  g ig a n te sq u e s  t o i l e s  d 'a r a ig n e e s  pendues a u -d e ssu s  d 'une 
fo u r n a is e ' ( p . 9 ) ;  the ch& teau, v a s t ,  u n in h a b ita b le , l ik e  a
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p r is o n  ( p .1 4 ) .  (1 3 )  I t s  w a lls  d o  n o t  s im p ly  d is s o lv e  in t o  l i q u i d  
a t  the b e g in n in g  o f  the f i r s t  dream , but are c o n s t a n t ly  l i a b l e  to  
g iv e  ways a room  w hich a t  f i r s t  s ig h t  p re s e rv e s  i n t a c t  th e  g l o r i e s  
o f  the e ig h te e n th  c e n tu r y , tu rn s  o u t  t o  be the m ost d e c r e p i t  o f  
a l l ,  as Jacqu es in v e s t ig a t e s  th e  la b y r in th in e  p assages  o f  the 
ch&teau ( 'U n  coup  de p o in g  e t  t o u t  c r o u l a i t ' ,  p .6 9 ) {  in  the l i b r a r y ,  
'En b a s , en h a u t, t o u t  s 'a v a r i a i t ,  se p o r p h y r ls a i t ,  s 'é c a l a i t ,  
se c a r i a i t . . . '  ( p .7 2 ) .  The s u r fa c e  o f  the w aking w orld  i s ,  i t  
seem s, e x tre m e ly  f r a g i l e ;  the haven w hich  Jacqu es has ch osen  i s  
l i a b l e ,  q u ite  l i t e r a l l y ,  to  c o l l a p s e  a t  any moment, o f f e r i n g  no 
p r o t e c t io n  a g a in s t  the o u te r  w o r ld  —  a g a in s t  t o r r e n t ia l  r a i n ,  
a t r e e  w hich has b u r s t  in t o  one room , o r  a m arauding s c r e e c h -o w l .
The u n e q u iv o ca l em ergence o f  the f a n t a s t i c  in  En ra d e  c l e a r l y  
a n t ic ip a t e s  the p re o c cu p a tio n  w ith  the o c c u l t  in  L à -bas and the 
m a rve llou s  a s p e c t s  o f  C h r is t ia n  leg en d  in  the l a t e r  w ork s , bu t 
a t  t h is  s ta g e  i t  w ould be more a ccu r a te  to  s a y , n o t  th a t  r e a l i t y  
i^ im pin ged  on by the f a n t a s t i c  in  the b ro o d in g  p resen ce  o f  the 
ch&teau de L o u rp s , bu t th a t  th e  r e a l  w orld  seems h ig h ly  u n s t a b le :  
l i k e  the ch& teau, J a c q u e s 's  a m b it io n s , m a rr ia ge , w i f e ,  i l l u s i o n s  
abou t the c o u n t r y s id e , a l l  crum ble away from  him . J .H . Matthews 
in  S u rre a lism  and the N ovel m a in ta in s  th a t H uysm ans'uses 
n a tu ra lism  t o  d i s c r e d i t  r e a l i t y ' ,  ( 1 4 ) d e l i b e r a t e ly  s u b v e r t in g  
the n a t u r a l i s t  u n iv e r s e .  A l e t t e r  to  G uiches c e r t a in ly  s u p p o rts  
t h is  argum ent:
En Rade v ie n t  d 'S t r e ,  p o u r  m oi, une grande p a s s io n . Je 
m 'y s u is  abîme a vec  e n iv re m e n t, dans l 'o r d u r e  des (m es 
e t  l e  n éan t des c h o s e s , m ais c ' e s t  f i n i !  Je n 'e n  veu x 
p lu s  de c e t t e  porcherie de n a tu ra lism e ! (1 5 )
But Matthews seems to  im ply t h a t  Huysmans' in t e n t io n  i s  to  s e t
up an a l t e r n a t iv e  to  n a t u r a lis m , ' t o  d e l in e a te  a w orld  w hich
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stan d s  o u ts id e  r e a l i s m 'i
In  Jacques M a ries , t o r tu r e d  by the w orld  o f  r e a l i t y  and 
o b lig e d  in  h is  s e a rch  f o r  r e le a s e  from  i t s  o p p r e s s iv e  
p resen ce  to  r e t i r e  in t o  dream s, i s  p r e f ig u r e d  the 
s u r r e a l i s t  a r t i s t ,  f o r  whom d a y -to -d a y  r e a l i t y  i s  no 
more than the p r o je c t i o n  o f  a  f r u s t r a t in g  u n iv e rse  w h ich , 
in  s e p a ra t in g  man from  h is  d e s i r e s ,  f i l l s  him w ith  
in e sca p a b le  anguiB h. (1 6 )
Y et the dreams do n o t  e.nable M aries  to  escape from  ' l e  n éa n t des 
c h o s e s 't  they are n o t  a  means o f  r e le a s in g  him from  an gu ish  but 
r a th e r  a p rod u ct o f  a n g u ish . In  f a c t ,  f a r  from  p r o v id in g  an 
a l t e r n a t iv e  w o r ld , the secon d  and th ir d  dreams in  p a r t ic u la r  
a lm ost seem to  be a l l e g o r i c a l  o r  s y m b o lic  com m entaries on 
r e a l i t y ,  w hich con c lu d e  th a t th e re  i s  no a l t e r n a t iv e .
En rade s u p e r f i c i a l l y  a p p ea rs  to  be a n a t u r a l i s t  n o v e l 
e n liv e n e d  w ith  c e r t a in  s u r r e a l i s t i c  p a ssa g e s . B e tte r  ju s t i c e  i s  
done to  the u n ity  o f  the b ook , h ow ever , i f  i t  i s  d e s c r ib e d  in  
term s o f  a s e r ie s  o f  th em atic o p p o s i t io n s ,  one elem ent o f  w hich  
i s  the c o n tr a s t  d r e a m -r e a l it y .  The n o v e l m ight a ls o  be p re se n te d  
in  'h o r i z o n t a l '  o r  'v e r t i c a l '  term s —  a d iv i s i o n  which in  a way 
d is p e n s e s  w ith  the s e p a ra t io n  o f  o b v io u s ly  n a t u r a l i s t  o r  f a n t a s t i c  
a s p e c ts  and w hich lo o k s  forw a rd  to  the su p ern a tu ra l d im en sion , 
the ' l à - b a s ' ,  o f  the f o l l o w in g  w ork s . On the one hand, we have 
a s e r i e s  o f  s p e c t a c le s  and s e t p i e c e s ,  be they im aginary o r  
r e a l i s t i c  —  the ch& teau, la n d s c a p e s , p easan t manners, the p a la ce  
o f  A ssuerus o r  a t r ip  to  the moon; on the o t h e r ,  a c o n s ta n t  d e s ir e  
to  p lunge in t o  ' 1 'o rd u re  des ftm es ', as Buysmans put i t ,  t o  probe 
the sk in  o f  r e a l i t y  o r  o f  c h a r a c t e r s ,  r e v e a l in g  the in v o lu n ta ry  
basen ess  o f  human b e h a v io u r , th e  r o t te n n e s s  o f  n a tu re , d e l ib e r a t e ly  
s e e k in g  the b iz a r r e  o r  m y s te r io u s , even i f  t h i s  sea rch  e v e n tu a lly  
o n ly  r e in fo r c e s  the p e s s im is t i c  m essage o f  the b ook . A m odel f o r
2 3 7
t h is  'v e r t i c a l '  p e r s p e c t iv e  i s  p ro v id e d  in  ch a p te r  t h r e e , by 
J a c q u e s 's  s p e c u la t io n s  abou t dream s. H is r e f l e c t i o n s  range from  
the su pern a tu ra l to  the s c i e n t i f i c ,  w ith o u t  p ro p o s in g  any s p e c i f i c  
answ ers ( l i k e  Bouvard and P e cu ch e t , Huysmans l ik e s  d em on stra tin g  
th a t  ' l e s  savan ts ftn on n en t', p .6 2 ) :  what i s  r e v e a le d  i s  s im p ly  
the u rge to  s p e c u la te  abou t m y s te r ie s ,  t o  go  beyond the s u r fa c e .  
C e r ta in  r e c u r r e n t  im ages r e a f f i r m  the e x is t e n c e  o f  t h is  p e r s p e c t iv e ,  
w h ich  su ggests  a  v e r t ig in o u s  u n c e r t a in t y .  Thus the c a s t l e  b oth  
o p p r e s s iv e ly  e n c lo s e s  the h e ro  ( p .1 4 ) ,  w h ile  i t s e l f  c o l l a p s in g  
in  the fa c e  o f  n a tu r e ; y e t  when he t r i e s  t o  c o n v e r t  t h is  c l a u s t r o ­
p h o b ic  f e e l in g  i n t o  a sense o f  snug s e c u r i t y  by f in d in g  a room 
w hich  i s  w a te r t ig h t  and in h a b i t a b le ,  the ch& teau then becom es a 
maze o f  d oors  op en in g  i n f i n i t e l y  one on t o  a n oth er (p p .1 7 -1 8 , 
p p .7 0 -7 1 ) ;  in  the darkness o f  the bedroom , Jacques has the c h i l l y  
im p re ss io n  o f  b e in g  surrounded  by w a ter ( p . 2 8 ) ;  but when he t r i e s  
to  e x p lo r e  th is  f l u i d  en v iron m en t, he f in d s  the c a s t l e  c e l l a r s  
s o l i d l y  b lo ck ed  and im p en etra b le  (c h a p te r  n in e ) .  P ie r r e  C i t t i  
p o in t s  ou t the f ig u r e s  o f  v e r t i g o  w hich  app ear in  the dream s: 
the firm am ent i s  in v e r te d  (p .2 1 5 ,  c f .  p .9 7 ) ,  the tow er o f  Saint-Sn)p>c*> 
i s  an in v e r te d  w e l l .  (1 7 )  Both im ages seem to  r e c a l l  the w e l l  in  
the ch& teau, w hich  Jacques i s  un ab le  t o  m a ster ; h is  in c a p a c i t y  in  
the r e a l  w orld  becom es a cosm ic  u n c e r t a in t y .
Such e ch o e s  seem to  s u g g e s t  th a t  i f  one exam ined some o f  
the s u r fa ce  themes and o p p o s it io n s  in  En r a d e . one m ight d is c o v e r  
enough p a r a l le l s  o r  r e m in is ce n ce s  to  e s t a b l i s h  a m e ta p h o r ic a l , 
' v e r t i c a l '  u n ity  between them. How f a r  can  the m ost o b v io u s ly  
n a t u r a l i s t  a s p e c t s  o f  the book  (em erg in g  from  the 'p i g s t y  o f  
n a t u r a l is m ')  be r e la t e d  to  the depth s o f  the so u l in t o  w hich 
Huysmans s im u lta n e o u s ly  d e lv e s ?
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T h is  a l t e r n a t io n  betw een d ep th s  and s u r f a c e s ,  s p i r i t u a l  
and p h y s i c a l , th e  fa c e  o f  r e a l i t y  whose c o r r u p t io n  n atu ra lism  
r e c o r d s  and the u n d ers id e  where perhaps some m eaning o r  s o lu t io n  
may l i e ,  i s  r e f l e c t e d  in  the c o n t r a s t  betw een the P a r is ia n s , 
Jacqu es and L o u is e , and t h e i r  p ea sa n t h o s t s .  W hile  the f i r s t  
a re  sapped from  w ith in  by s ic k n e s s  o r  a n g u is h , the p easan ts  seem 
o n ly  to  e x i s t  on the s u r fa c e  o f  t h e i r  b e in g , c u t  o f f  from  the 
i n s i d e .  The h a r v e s t  bugs make the P a r is ia n s  re n d  t h e ir  th in  
s k in s  in  a gon y , whereas ' l e  c u i r  g r e n u ' ( p .1 7 6 )  o f  the peasan ts 
f e e l s  n o th in g , im p en etra b le  to  su ch  a s s a u lt s  from  the o u te r  
w o r ld . The p e a sa n ts  a r e ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  p re s e n te d  as p h y s ica l  
c a r i c a t u r e s  (w it h  a v e n g e fu l v i r t u o s i t y ) ,  ( 1 8 )  fu n c t io n in g  
a c c o r d in g  to  cru d e  a p p e t i t e s ,  f o r  f o o d ,  sex  o r  money - -  the 
o p p o s it e  o f  Jacqu es  and L o u is e , whose p h y s ic a l  appearance rem ains 
u n c le a r ,  s in c e  t h e ir  m ental torm en ts are what occu py  the a u th or . 
The p easan ts  may be i n d i f f e r e n t  o r  im p erv iou s  to  the h o s t i l e  
m a n ife s t a t io n s  o f  the o u ts id e  w o r ld  (A n to in e , a d m itte d ly , f a l l s  
i l l ,  bu t u n lik e  L ou ise  soon  r e c o v e r s ) ,  y e t  a t  the same time they 
c o n t r o l  t h e i r  en viron m en t f a r  more e f f e c t i v e l y  than the c i t y -  
d w e l le r s :  w h ile  Jacques i s  unable  to  o b ta in  p r o v is io n s  w ith ou t 
b e in g  s w in d le d , o r  even t o  draw w a ter  from  th e  w e l l ,  N orine and 
A n to in e , w ith  t h e i r  a g r i c u l t u r a l  econom y, a r e  s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t ,  
perhaps even r i c h ,  e a s i l y  a b le  to  e x p lo i t  t h e i r  s o p h is t ic a t e d  
c o u n t e r p a r t s . (1 9 )
T h is  v ig o u r  may i t s e l f  be s l i g h t l y  m y s te r io u s . The postm an, 
a f ig u r e  meant to  p ro v id e  com ic r e l i e f ,  e x i s t s  as a Gargantuan 
a p p e t i t e ,  e n d le s s ly  d r a in in g  l i t r e s  o f  wine o r  g r e e d i ly  d evou rin g  
' l 'u r i n a i r e  a v a r ie  d '( u n )  from age b le u ' ( p . 8 6 ) .  One i s  le d  to  
wonder what s tra n g e  fu rn a ce  e x i s t s  beyond h i s  v o r a c io u s  ja w s,
behind
eon o e i l  q u i s e m b la it  l e  s o u p ir a i l  par l e q u e l
p a s s a ie n t  l e s  flammes cou van t sous sa  peau c u i t e ,  (p .1 3 3 )
The p e a s a n ts ' f o r c e f u l n e s s  i s  r e p e l l e n t ,  even inhum an. A ntoine 
i s  s t ro n g  ( p .1 8 ) ,  b u t  d e s ic c a te d  ( p .2 0 ) ,  d ra in e d  as i t  were o f  
a l l  in n e r , u n n e ce ssa ry  su b s ta n ce . S im i la r ly ,  H orin e  appears as 
a 'pou pée de b o i s '  ( p . 1 3 )> 'r i e n  en e l l e  ne r a p p e la i t  l a  femme' 
(p .2 1 ) .  And y e t  th e r e  i s  a  stra n ge  in s is t e n c e  on h er  b lu e  e y e s , 
' i n c i s i f s ,  je u n e s , presque o b s c è n e s ' ( p .2 1 ) ,  w h ich  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  
enough rem ain in  J a c q u e s 's  mind as he r e f l e c t s  on h is  f i r s t  e r o t i c  
dream ( p .4 3 ) ,  an i n d i c a t i o n  no doubt o f  a fem ale  s e x u a l it y  more 
th re a te n in g  than t h a t  o f  h is  own w i f e .  (The e y e s  o f  'L a  V é r i t é ' 
in  the th ir d  dream are  the same c o lo u r ;  l i k e  th e  b lu e  ey es  o f  the 
Pox in  A reb ou rs  and Mme C h an te lou ve ' s green  e y e s  in  L a -b a s . th ey  
are d e s c r ib e d  w ith  equa l i n s i s t e n c y . )
S e x u a lity  i n  f a c t  i s  in s i s t e d  on in  b oth  the p re s e n ta t io n  
o f  the ru r a l s e t p i e c e s  (th e  c a lv in g ,  c o v e r in g , and scen e  in  the 
inn a t  J u t ig n y ) and  the fo u r  main c h a r a c t e r s ' p r iv a t e  l i v e s ;  a t  
the same tim e , th e  f i r s t  and th ir d  dreams are p a t e n t ly  e r o t i c i s e d .  
While J a cq u e s , a t  the age o f  t h i r t y ,  has been o b l ig e d  to  cea se  
sexual r e la t io n s  w ith  h is  w ife  ( p .1 2 8 ) ,  the aged  A n to in e  and 
N orine con tin u e  t o  d e sp o r t  them selves ev e ry  n ig h t  ( 'P u i s  que 
c 'e s t  ben bon , h e in ,  mon homme?' p .2 0 2 ) ,  i t  seem s. And Jacques 
i s  f i l l e d  w ith  'u n  immense d égoû t pour ce s  r i d i c u l e s  s e c o u s s e s ' 
( p .2 0 2 ) .  The o e u v re  de c h a i r , o r  sim p ly  the f l e s h  in  a l l  i t s  
form s, i s  c o n s t a n t ly  shown w ith ou t j o y ,  but w ith  a  l in g e r in g ,  
r e p e l le d  f a s c i n a t i o n .  J u s t  as Jacques and L o u ise  a re  f o r c i b l y  
p re o ccu p ie d  by h e r  s ic k n e s s , w hich in  f a c t  becom es the on ly  
rem ain ing p ro d u c t  o f  t h e ir  m arriage ( i t  i s  h in te d  th a t  the
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d is e a s e  may even  be due t o  a  ru p tu re  cau sed  by i n i t i a l  i n t e r c o u r s e ,  
p . 1 1 6 ) ,  s in c e  i t  d e s t r o y s  a l l  t h e i r  o th e r  t i e s ,  s o  t o o  Huysmans 
seek s o u t c o r re s p o n d in g  s ig n s  o f  d is e a s e  and d e g e n e ra t io n  in  
n a tu re . Thus the comments on A n t o in e 's  v i r i l i t y  a re  q u ite  
n a t u r a l ly  fo l lo w e d  by a  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  the h id eou s  appearance 
o f  the h a l f - c r i p p le d  c a t .  In  f a c t  the farm yard s e t t i n g  o f  
En rade a llo w s  the a u th o r  to  use an im als  to  p re se n t  h is  h o r r o r  
o f  the f l e s h  and fe c u n d i t y  w ith  an e x p l i c i t n e s s  th a t m ight perh aps 
have been co n s id e r e d  o b sce n e  i f  a p p lie d  to  humans. (D e s p ite  the 
b o o k 's  s u p e r f i c i a l  s im i l a r i t y  to  La T e r r e . i t s  in t e n t io n  i s  
r e a l l y  q u ite  d i f f e r e n t . )  ( 20 )
The o b je c t  o f  the c a lv in g  scen e  in  ch a p ter  f o u r ,  f o r  
in s ta n c e , seems to  be t o  show what i s  a f t e r  a l l  a n a tu ra l a c t  
(g iv e n ,  how ever, a l i t e r a r y  n o v e lt y  v a lu e  and p o te n cy  b^  b e in g  a 
taboo  s u b je c t )  as b e in g  s ic k e n in g  to  an in e x p e r ie n ce d  s e n s i t iv e  
o b s e r v e r . (2 1 )  The s te n ch  o f  the cow shed i s  i t s e l f  n e a r ly  
s u f f i c i e n t  to  make J a cq u es  and L o u ise  pass o u t ; the c a l f  app ears 
l ik e  a lump o f  meat ('com m e ce s  p ie d s  de mouton mal c u i t s ,  s e r v i s  
dans des r e s t a u r a n t s ',  p . 79 ) ;  the em phasis i s  on b lo o d  and mucus 
( ' l a  vu lve  s a ig n a i t  d es  s t a l a c t i t e s  de morves r o s e s ' ,  p .8 0 ) .
The c a l f  i s  a c t u a l ly  no more than a lump o f  m eat, a p ie c e  o f  
l i v e s t o c k ,  to  the p e a s a n ts : the b ir t h  i s  n o t  an exam ple o f  the 
m y ster ies  o f  n a tu r e , b u t  a com m ercia l tr a n s a c t io n  ( t h e i r  'a f f e c t i o n '  
f o r  the cow d isa p p e a rs  on ce  i t s  o f f s p r i n g  i s  s a f e ly  p rod u ced ) —
' i l  fa u t  que l e  veau s o i t  aném ié, com plètem ent déprim é, pour 
q u ' i l  se v e n d e ' ( p . 8 5 ) .  One f e e l s  P ie r r e  Cogny has ra th e r  m issed  
the p o in t ,  when he w r it e s  o f  such  an e p is o d e :
Les d é t a i l s  i n u t i l e s  de ce  gen re  abondent e t  ne
m é r ite n t  pas que l ' o n  s 'y  a r r d te  davan tage. ( 2 2 )
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S u r e ly , on the c o n tr a r y , Huyemane' co m p la isa n t l in g e r in g  o v e r
such  h o rr o rs  i s  h ig h ly  s i g n i f i c a n t  f o r  h is  fu tu r e  developm ents
L a-bas re co u n ts  ad nauseam the d e s e c r a t io n  o f  the f l e s h ,  as th e
n a t u r a l is t  v i s i o n  turns in t o  a t o r t u r e d  f r e n z y ,  w ith  the c a s t l e
o f  G i l l e s  de R a is  becom ing a human s la u g h te r -h o u s e . And j u s t  as
G i l l e s  s e e k s , n o t  sim p ly  p e rv e r te d  s a d i s t i c  p le a s u r e , but a k e y
to  the m y ste r ie s  o f  the u n iv e rse  w ith in  the dismembered b o d ie s
o f  h is  v i c t im s ,  so  D u rta l d is c o v e r s  a key to  a  so u rce  o f  s p i r i t u a l
meaning in  the to r tu re d  body o f  G riin ew ald 's  C h r is t .
But in  En ra d e . t h is  p a in fu l  d is p la y in g  o f  the f l e s h  seem s
to  evoke r e j e c t i o n ,  w h ile  c o n s t a n t ly ,  how ever, f o r c in g  i t s e l f  on
Jacques and the n a rra to r  —  as though  Huysmans su sp ected  t h a t  th is
might be a source o f  mystery w hile r e s o lu te ly  re fu s in g  to adm it
the f a c t .  Thus Jacques iB fo r c e d  t o  w itn e s s , as a h o r r i f i e d
v o y e u r , the e n a c t io n , in  t h e ir  m ost b e s t i a l  fo rm , o f  the th re e
fundam ental f a c t s  o f  l i f e  —  b i r t h ,  d e a th , c o p u la t io n .  The
'l y r i c i s m ' o f  the m ating o f  a b u l l  and cow
se com posait d 'un anas de deux so r te s  de viandes qu 'on  
b a t t a i t ,  qu 'on em p ila it  l 'u n e  sur 1 'a u tre  puis qu'on 
em porta it, aussit& t q u 'e l l e s  s 'e t a ie n t  tou ch ees, en 
retapant dessus! (p .2 4 3 )
The l a s t  ch a p te r  co n ta in s  a h arrow in g  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  the c a t ' s  
death  t h r o e s , u n re lie v e d  by the s a r d o n ic  humour w ith  which th e  
author debunks the ru r a l s ce n e s . Jacqu es  i s  un ab le  o r  u n w il l in g  
to  f in i s h  o f f  the w retched  c r e a t u r e .  T h is  im potence i s  g r im ly  
c o n tr a s te d  w ith  A n to in e 's  and N o r in e 's  a v a r ic io u s  e f f i c i e n c y ,  
a s , the P a r is ia n s  h av in g  d e p a rte d , they make h a ste  to  d is p o s e  
o f  the anim al in  o rd er  to  s t e a l  th e  o ld  p e t t i c o a t  i t  i s  l y i n g  on .
Far from  b e in g  an escape  i n t o  the e x o t i c ,  the dreams r e a f f i r m  
in  sy m b o lic  o r  f a n t a s t i c  form  t h is  n a t u r a l i s t  v i s io n  o f  a w o r ld
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bound to  the torm en ts o f  the f l e s h .  In  the f i r s t ,  Jacqu es sees  
the v i r g in  E sth er  p re se n te d  to  K in g  A ssu é ru s . The pom egranates 
im paled on the colum ns o f  the p a la c e  (p .3 1 )#  o r  the K in g 's  p h a l l i c  
s c e p t r e ,  make the outcom e o f  t h i s  r i t u a l  q u ite  c le a r s
L 'o e i l  du R o i v r i l l a  c e t t e  n u d ité  d 'e n fa n t  e t  len tem en t
i l  é t e n d i t  v e r s  e l l e  l a  t u l ip e  en diam ant de son  s c e p t r e
d o n t e l l e  v i n t ,  d é f a i l l a n t e ,  b a is e r  l e  b o u t ,  ( p .3 5 )
In  the secon d  dream , Jacqu es h as a v i s i o n  o f  a  w or ld  w hich  has 
succumbed in  i t s  e n t i r e t y  to  p a r a ly s i s  —  the moon. In  the t h ir d ,  
' l a  V é r i t é '  appears ae a l u b r i c i o u s ,  b u t t o r tu r e d  w hore, 
p r o p o s i t io n in g  the heavens w h ile  s t r a d d l in g  the tow er o f  S a in t -  
S u lp ic e .  L ike the n ightm are in  A r e b o u r s , th ese  dreams seem 
in ten d ed  (a p a r t  from  a n yth in g  e l s e )  to  u n d e r lin e  the p o in t s  made 
in  the r e s t  o f  the b ook . S ic k n e s s  w i l l  g r a d u a lly  run down the 
whole p la n e t ;  s e x u a l i t y  —  o r  a l l  human t r a n s a c t io n s  perhaps —  
i s  based  on v i o l a t i o n  and p r o s t i t u t i o n .  The dreams a d m itte d ly  
have an e r o t i c  e lem en t w hich  on e h a rd ly  o b se rv e s  in  the d e s c r ip t io n  
o f  c a t t l e  o r  aged p ea sa n ts  m a tin g . P erh ap s, how ever, t h is  
e r o t ic is m  u lt im a t e ly  r e in f o r c e s  the pessim ism  o f  En r a d e : i f  in  
h is  w aking l i f e ,  Jacqu es s t r u g g le s  to  w ithdraw  from  the r e v o l t in g  
s p e c t a c le  o f  the b i o l o g i c a l  p r o c e s s ,  u n c o n s c io u s ly  he p ro v e s  unable 
to  r e j e c t  and e s ca p e  the a t t r a c t i o n s  o f  d e s i r e ,  even i f  i t s  
n e g a t iv e  r e s u l t s  a re  s t i l l  r e v e a l e d .  N e v e r th e le s s , even in  
the dream s, he has a p a s s iv e  r o l e ,  as v oy eu r  (th e  f i r s t )  o r  
v ic t im  ( th e  t h i r d ) .
M a n ife s ta t io n s  o f  f e c u n d i t y  in  the v e g e ta b le  w orld  are 
seen in  an e q u a l ly  d e s t r u c t iv e  l i g h t  in  En r a d e . The ch & tea u 's  
garden has r e v e r t e d  to  n a tu re , in  o th e r  w ords su bm itted  t o  a 
p r o l i f e r a t i n g  b u t u n p ro d u ctiv e  anarchy (p .4&  f f . ) .  As F ra n ço ise  
G a il la r d  p u ts  i t .
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Une hypertroph ie de l a  gen eration  mène à l a  dég én érescen ce , 
l e  surplus de l a  v ie  con du it à l a  m o r t . . .  ( 2 3 )
Even th e  h a r v e s t , w hich i s  v i t a l  and p r o d u c t iv e , i s  re g a rd e d
d is m is s iv e ly :
C 'é t a i t ,  sous un c i e l  d 'un  im ita b le  b le u , des gens 
d é p o it r a i l lé s  e t  v e lu s , puant l e  s u in t , e t  qu i s c ia ie n t  
en mesure des t a i l l i s  de r o u i l l e .  Combien ce tableau  
sem blait mesquin en fa ce  d 'une scène d 'u s in e  ou d 'un 
ventre de paquebot, é c la i r é  par des feu x  de fo r g e s ! ( p p .174-75)
As G a i l la r d  s a y s , m achines are o u ts id e  the n a tu r a l  c y c l e ;  the
man-made escapes b io lo g y . (2 4 ) This passage thus seems rem in iscen t
o f  d e s  E s s e in t e s 's  p r o j e c t .  H ow ever, i t  i s  w orth  n o t in g  t h a t ,
a lth o u g h  i t  may p o sse ss  an a e s t h e t i c  grandeur w hich  Jacqu es f a i l s
to see  in  the f i e l d s ,  the w orld o f  in du stry  o r  the mine i s  a t  the
same time presented as a sombre in fe rn o  a g a in st which nature seems
p o s i t iv e ly  anodine (p .1 7 5 )*
The in v e s t ig a t io n  o f  peasant behaviour by an o u ts id e r , 
one o f  the m otivating fo r c e s  o f  the p lo t  o f  En ra d e . g iv es  the 
book on one le v e l  the value o f  an a n th ro p o lo g ica l study o f  a 
g iven  m ilie u . In f a c t ,  th is  i s  the la s t  n ovel in  which Huysmans 
shows scrupulous concern f o r  re co rd in g  d e t a i l s  ex tern a l to  h is  
h e r o 's  p r iv a te  obsession s —  such as the o d d it ie s  o f  p easan ts ' 
speech  (th e  u b iqu itous e ja c u la t io n  'Ah ben c 'é t a n t ' )  (2 3 ) ,  
c h i ld r e n 's  songs (p p .1 5 8 -5 9 )t  or even the behaviour o f  g e e se .
But th is  study soon re v e a ls  a r e je c t io n  o f  the b io lo g ic a l  
p ro cess  whose workings are too  c le a r ly  d isp la y ed  in  ru ra l l i f e ;  
the h e r o 's  dreams g iv e  th is  denunciation  a u n iv ersa l v a lu e .
To q u o te  G a il la r d :
Tout s'achem ine v ers  l a  h ideur e t  la^gangrène. Un^grand 
chancre ronge l e  v iv a n t : l a  Grande V éro le  apparue à des 
E sse in tes  dans un rêve  h a llu c in é , la  même que l a  V é r ité  
fantasmée par Jacques Maries en un cauchemar épouvantable. 
V érole  ou V é r ité , deux monstres av a riés  qui in carn en t la  
l o i  de l 'é ch a n g e , deux abominables g ou les  qui propagent 
le s  germes de la  m ort. (2 6 )
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Huysmans' n a t u r a l i s t  h e r o 's  e x i s t e n c e  i s  determ in ed  by t h is  'la w
o f  e x c h a n g e '.  Jacqu es  M aries i s  f o r c e d  to  come to  terms w ith  the
b i o l o g i c a l  and s o c io -e c o n o m ic  c y c l e s  w h ich  u n ite  mankind; one
ca n n ot e sca p e  t r a n s a c t io n s  w ith  the w o r ld . A re b o u rs  shows th a t
t o t a l  r e t r e a t  from  the n a tu r a l o r  s o c i a l  c y c le  i s  im p o s s ib le .
En r a d e , in  the o p p o s i t io n  betw een th e  p easan ts  and P a r is ia n s ,
shows th a t  o n ly  the f i r s t  su cce e d  in  d e a l in g s  w ith  the o u t s id e
w o r ld , p r e c is e ly  b e ca u s e , p e rh a p s , th e y  have no r e a l  in n e r  l i f e
to  be v io la t e d  by a  m enacing e x t e r i o r .  The f o r c e s  w hich d e v a s ta te
Jacqu es bounce o f f  t h e i r  l e a t h e r y  s k in s ;  the postman a b sorb s  fo o d
w hich  n au seates  Jacqu es  b ecau se  b en ea th  h is  c a r i c a t u r a l  e x t e r i o r
th ere  i s  o n ly  a ' f u r n a c e ' .  Money, th e  means o f  econ om ic e x ch a n g e ,
a ga in  d e fe a ts  J a cq u e s , who i s  on th e  v e rg e  o f  b an k ru p tcy ; h a v in g
hoped to  withdraw fxom  the e f f e c t s  o f  t h is  law  in  the c o u n tr y ,
he i s  f o r c e d  to  co n ce d e  th a t  the demands o f  f in a n c e  are a ls o
u n iv ersa l —  ' i c i ,  l 'a r g e n t  e s t  t o u t ' ,  as Louise says (p .1 6 2 ) .
The 'h o r i z o n t a l '  w or ld  thus p ro v e s  ir r e m e d ia b ly  h o s t i l e :
d is p la c in g  o n e s e l f  t o  F on ten a y -au x -H oses  o r  Lourps f i n a l l y
e x a ce r b a te s  the p rob lem . The v e r t i c a l  p e r s p e c t iv e  w hich  one
a ls o  f in d s  in  En ra d e  —  lo o k in g  tow ard s the i n t e r i o r ,  the
m y s te r ie s  o f  l i f e  beneath  the p u t r id  s u r fa c e  —  su g g e s ts  an
e v e n tu a l o u t l e t  p e rh a p s , b u t the s o lu t i o n  i s  o n ly  p rop osed  from
La-baB  o n w a rd s . I n  one s e n s e ,  th e  ' i n t e r i o r '  means n o t  th e
w ork in gs o f  the s o u l ,  but the s e cu re  h ou seh o ld  —  a p o t e n t ia l
r e fu g e ,  what F r a n ç o is e  G a i l la r d  c a l l s  ' l a  ch a m b re ':
La chambre e s t  pour J acqu es M a r ie s , comme pour tou s l e s  
h éros  huysm ansiens, l e  l i e u  de 1 'a u t o r e g u la t io n  s é c u r is a n t e ,  
un m odèle d 'é co n o m ie  d o m e st iq u e , c o n tr e  l a  dépense 
désordon n ée de l a  grande m achine s o c i a l e .  (2 7 )
In  f a c t  the two s e n se s  o f  i n t e r i o r  in t e r m in g le :  ju s t  as des
E s s e in te s 's  r e tr e a t  i e  brought down by the emergence o f  ' l a  
n év ro se ' from w ithin  h im se lf, so to o  J a cq u e s 's  and L o u is e 's  
household i s  shown to  co lla p s e  from the in s id e  —  owing in  part 
to  L o u is e 's  i l ln e s s  (again  c a l le d  ' l a  névrose* (p .9 3 )t  though in  
En rade the Inadequacy o f  th is  term i s  more e x p l i c i t l y  s t a t e d ) ,  
but a ls o  to  the d e s tru ct iv e  egotism  which Huysmans b le a k ly  
d e s c r ie s  in  a l l  human r e la t io n s h ip s .
The dom estic a sp ects  o f  En rade c le a r ly  take up many o f  
the p o in ts  a lready  e la b ora ted  in  En ménage. ( 2 8 )  The a n a ly s is  
o f  m arriage, however, which occu p ies  most o f  chapter s i x ,  seems 
intended to  demonstrate the in e v i t a b i l i t y  o f  fa i lu r e  in  r e la t io n ­
s h ip s , however s in ce re  the p a r t ic ip a n ts  —  whereas in  En ménage. 
Berthe i s  shown to  be b a s ic a l ly  in com p atib le  w ith  André, and 
Jeanne i s  removed from him by ex te rn a l c ircu m stan ces . By En ra d e . 
Huysmans' pessimism has become p a r t ic u la r ly  b i t t e r ,  as he se ts  
ou t once again  to  record  the fa i lu r e  o f  m arita l l i f e .  J a cq u es 's  
laments on the d e te r io ra t io n  o f  h is  m arriage in  ch apter s ix  
in d ica te  th a t f o r  him a w ife  i s  p r im a r ily  a h ou sek eeper, a manager 
o f  the 'd om estic  econom y', whose p r in c ip a l  r o l e  i s  to  guard the 
husband a g a in st the onslaught o f  the w orld , ' l e  p réserv a n t, a in s i 
qu'une m oustiquaire , de l a  piqûre des p e t i t s  r ie n s ' ( p .1 1 9 ) .  He 
has c a r e fu l ly  chosen a woman f o r  whom he has to  make no con cess ion s , 
s in ce  she i s  w ithout r e la t iv e s ,  money, or am bition  (p .1 1 9 ) .  
U n fortunately  Louise has fa i le d  in  th is  fu n c t io n  —  money, and 
presumably lov e  w ith i t ,  pours out o f  the f i s s u r e  in  the ruined 
'a r k ' (p .1 1 6 , p .1 1 8 ) —  and Jacques con clu d es h is  r e v e r ie  by 
wondering how he might fin d  a more .com petent replacem ent f o r  the 
p art o f  Bervant-cum -m istress ( p . 1 2 5 ) .
Even Jacques r e a l i s e s  the odiousneB S o f  these f i n a l
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r e f l e c t i o n s  ( 'J e  d e v ie n s  sim plem ent i g n o b l e I ' p .1 2 5 )*  In  o rd e r  
to  s u g g e s t  s  s o r t  o f  o b je c t i v e  symmetry, the n a r r a t iv e  then sw itch e s  
to  h is  w i f e 's  p e r s p e c t iv e :  sh e  in  turn u n r o l l s  a l i s t  o f  com p la in ts  
a g a in st  h e r  husband, w hich co rre sp o n d  e x a c t l y  t o  h i s  a g a in s t  her 
and co n c lu d e  w ith  a lm ost th e  same p h ra se : 'Ah! s i  c ' é t a i t  à 
r e f a i r e ,  comme e l l e  ne se m a r ie r a it  p a s ! '  ( p .1 2 8 ,  c f .  p .1 2 5 )«
These p a r a l l e l  th ou gh ts  th en  se rv e  as a p r e t e x t  f o r  the n a r r a to r  
(who e lsew h ere  i s  s im p ly  a  v o i c e  th a t u s u a l ly  i s  c o n te n t  to  
re co rd  J a c q u e s 's  p e r s p e c t i v e )  to  make a  s tra n g e  in t r u s io n ,  
p ro p o s in g  a th eory  o f  e v i l  (r e m in is c e n t  perhaps o f  F o e 's  'Im p o f  
the P e r v e r s e ')  (2 9 )  as a c o n c lu s io n  to  t h is  s e c t i o n ,  a th e o ry  
which e x p la in s  how even the n o b le s t  c h a r a c te r  may su bm it to  the 
base d e s i r e s  w hich l in g e r  'd a n s  l e s  l a t r in e s  l e s  p lu s  d is s im u lé e s  
de l 'â m e ' ( p .1 3 0 ) .  In  o t h e r  w ords, Huysmans i s  p re p a re d  to  
d is c o v e r  h idden d e p th s , m ystery  —  even d ia b o l i c  a gen cy  ( p . 1 3 0 ) —  
in  what may appear to  be a  ban al ca se  o f  m a r ita l d i s c o r d .
Y e t one f e e l s  th a t Huysmans' in t e r p r e t a t io n  o f  the e v id e n ce  
he p re s e n ts  i s  l e s s  than s a t i s f a c t o r y .  The book en ds on a  n o te  
o f  d e s p a ir ;  Jacqu es sees  ca ta s tro p h e  f a t a l l y  p r o c e e d in g  on i t s  
co u rse :
nous nous sommes t r o p  f r o i s s é s  i c i  pour que ja m a is
l e  s o u v e n ir  de nos m ésestim es se p erd e ! (p .2 6 o)
U n fo rtu n a te ly , the re a d e r  may be in c l in e d  to  draw a d i f f e r e n t  
m oral: n o t  th a t d is a s t e r  m y s te r io u s ly  o v e r ta k e s  even  the n o b le s t ,  
but th a t  two w eak, e g o t i s t i c a l  c h a ra c te r s  who c l i n g  t o g e t h e r  f o r  
s e l f i s h  rea son s  a re  q u ite  l i k e l y  to  e x a ce rb a te  t h e i r  prob lem s —  
as in d eed  i s  the c a s e .  One^sympathy f o r  J a c q u e s 's  ( o r  the a u t h o r 's )  
p o in t  o f  v ie w , f o r  exam ple , i s  somewhat c u r t a i l e d  by an u n in te n t io n a l  
m isogyny th a t f r e q u e n t ly  c r e e p s  in t o  the t e x t .  Thus the passage
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th a t s e ts  h u sban d 's  and w i f e 's  ca s e s  s id e  by s id e  soon  ap p ears  to  
be b ia sed  a g a in s t  the fe m a le  argum ent! the n a r r a t o r  ca n n ot r e s i s t  
in t e r r u p t in g  L o u is e 's  th ou g h ts  w ith  the a s id e  t h a t ,  'comme to u te s  
l e s  fem m es', she th in k s  men owe h e r  a l i v i n g  (p p . 1 2 7 -2 8 ) .  One 
does n o t ,  n e e d le s s  to  s a y , f in d  a  s im i la r  g l o s s  on J a c q u e s 's  * 
re d u ct io n  o f  women to  h o u s e k e e p e rs . A more s i n i s t e r  p assage a t  
the end o f  ch a p te r  e le v e n  r e v e a ls  th a t  women, no lo n g e r  enhanced 
by the i l l u s o r y  h a lo  c r e a t e d  by s e x u a l d e s i r e ,  are p h y s i c a l ly  
r e p e l le n t ;  Jacques f e e l s  a  c e r t a in  d is g u s t  a t  h av in g  t o  sh are  
a room w ith  h is  w i fe ,  whom i l l n e s s  has ro b b e d  o f  any a t t r a c t iv e n e s s  
( ' l a  ta re  o r i g i n e l l e  de l a  femme r e s t a i t  s e u l e . . . '  p .2 4 5 )*
An i m p l i c i t  m oral —  o r  m y s t ic a l  —  condem nation  o f  
women l i e s  behind the e x p r e s s io n  ' l a  ta re  o r i g i n e l l e ' ,  w ith  
i t s  B ib l i c a l  o v e r to n e s . The s tra n g e  tra n s fo rm a t io n  w hich  Jacqu es 
sees  ta k in g  o v e r  h is  w i fe  s im i la r ly  b r in g s  us back to  m y ste ry .
As the antagonism  betw een  them i n t e n s i f i e s ,  Jacques d is c o v e r s  
co n cre te  e v id e n ce  o f  h is  a l i e n a t i o n  from  L o u ise t  both  in  h er  
a t t it u d e s  and p h y s ic a l  ap p earan ce  she seems to  be r e v e r t in g  to  
the manners o f  h er  p e a sa n t a n c e s t o r s  —  in d e e d  ' i l  v i t  en N orine  
sa  femme v i e i l l e  e t  i l  en  e u t  h o r r e u r ' ( p .1 9 0 ) .  I r o n i c a l l y  
enough, i t  i s  in  the n o v e ls  w hich  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  are su pposed  to  
s ig n a l h is  ru p tu re  w ith  n a t u r a lis m , A re b o u rs  and En r a d e . th a t  
Buysmans i n s i s t s  m ost on the in f lu e n c e  o f  h e r e d it y  and 
environm ent in  the d eve lop m en t o f  h is  c e n t r a l  c h a r a c t e r s .
L ou ise  h as , as i t  w ere , succum bed t o  the e f f e c t  o f  the p easan t 
m ilie u  she has moved i n t o .  (3 0 )  T h is  m etam orphosis adds a 
fu r th e r  e lem en t to  the n a t u r a l i s t  ca seb ook  w hich  En rade draws 
up in  the in v e s t ig a t io n  o f  the in t e r a c t i o n  between p easan ts  and 
P a r is ia n s ! the dom inant p e a sa n ts  f i n a l l y  subsume the weak
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P a r is ia n  —  one p o s s ib le  s o lu t i o n  t o  t h e i r  c o n f l i c t .  But J a c q u e s 's  
h o r r i f i e d  r e a l i s a t i o n  a ls o  s u g g e s ts  a  p a r a l l e l  w h ich  r e l a t e s  to  
the r e j e c t i o n  o f  th e  b i o l o g i c a l  p r o c e s s  a lr e a d y  o b s e r v e d ! L o u is e , 
young but ta in te d  by d is e a s e ,  and N o r in e , a g e d , v ig o r o u s ,  s t i l l  
endowed w ith  an ob scen e  s e x u a l i t y ,  a re  a c t u a l ly  seen  to  m erge. 
D e sp ite  t h e ir  d i f f e r e n c e s ,  L ou ise  w i l l  e v e n t u a lly  become N o rin e . 
Young o r  o l d ,  the fem ale  p r i n c ip l e  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  h o r r i f y in g  ~  
and s in c e  women in  Huysmans* n o v e ls  a re  a lw ays in t e r m e d ia r ie s  
between man, who s t r i v e s  t o  r e t r e a t  t o  h is  ' i n t e r i o r ' ,  and the 
o u te r  w o r ld , and s in c e  in  f a c t  in  th e  sy m b o lic  v i s io n s  o f  A reb ou rs  
and En rade fem ale  f ig u r e  in c a r n a te  the p r i n c ip l e s  w hich  govern  
the w o r ld , in  h id e o u s , m a lign an t form  ( 'P o x '  and 'T r u t h ') ,  once 
again  we ob serve  a  r e p u d ia t io n  o f  n a tu re  beh in d  th is  m isog y n ic  
fu s in g  o f  L ou ise  and N o r in e .
L o u is e 's  i l l n e s s  has e q u a lly  w ide im p l i c a t io n s .  E .A . H atz- 
f e l d  argues th a t d is e a s e  i s  one o f  th e  c e n t r a l  themes o f  n a tu ra lism , 
em bracing the w h ole  u n iv e rs e  w ith  i t s  m e ta p h o r ica l t e n t a c l e s .  (3 1 )  
T h is i s  c e r t a in ly  true  o f  En r a d e . The c e n t r a l  ch a p te rs  o f  the 
book ( f i v e  and s i x ) ,  f o r  exam ple , a re  d e v o te d  to  a  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  
the moon —  a w h ole  p la n e t  g r ip p e d  by p a r a ly s is  —  and o f  L o u is e 's  
m alady. (3 2 )  T h is  m alady, whose m y s te r io u s , ch an ging  symptoms, 
p o s s ib le  cau ses and treatm en t are d is c u s s e d  a t  le n g t h , e x e m p lif ie s  
b oth  the n a t u r a l i s t  and s p i r i t u a l  a s p e c t s  o f  the book . On the 
p h y s ica l  l e v e l ,  we are p ro v id e d  w ith  an exem plar o f  the s u f f e r in g  
f l e s h  in  the d y in g  c a t ,  whose agony r e p r e s e n ts  the fu tu r e  cou rse  
o f  L o u is e 's  symptoms ( p .2 5 4 ) .  But a t  the same tim e the d ise a se  
seems p r im a r ily  n e u r o t i c  o r  p sy ch o s o m a tic ! o u ts id e  e v e n ts  may 
t r ig g e r  o f f  the a t ta c k s  ( p . 7 ) ,  w ith o u t  th e re  b e in g  any apparent 
o rg a n ic  m a lfu n c t io n . In  o th e r  w o rd s , L o u is e 's  i l l n e s s  i s
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e q u iv a le n t  to  J a cq u e s '■  n igh tm arest b oth  depend  on an in t e r a c t i o n  
between im p re ss io n s  r e c e iv e d  from  the o u te r  w o r ld  and the w ork in gs 
o f  the u n c o n s c io u s , the s o u l ,  beyond the g r a s p  o f  the c o n s c io u s  
m ind, w h ich  s t r u g g le s  in  v a in  t o  e x p la in  th e s e  m y s te r ie s . J u s t  
as J acqu es t r i e s  to  p robe  h is  own psych e t o  u n derstan d  h is  
dreams ( p . 5 9 f f . ,  p .2 2 8 ) ,  s o  the b a f f l e d  d o c t o r s  have 'd e sce n d u s  
dans l e s  c r y p te s  du co r p s  (de  l a  m a la d e ) ' ( p .1 1 4 ) .
V ad é ’ s comment on the dreams in  En ra d e  i s  then p o t e n t ia l l y  
m is le a d in g !
Ce q u i f a i t  l a  n ou veauté  des rê v e s  d 'En R ade, c ' e s t . . .  
l e u r  ru p tu re  a v e c  l e  d is c o u r s  n a r r a t i f  dans le q u e l  i l s  
s o n t  in s é r é s .  (3 3 )
He argues th a t by b e in g  d e l i b e r a t e l y  u n j u s t i f i e d ,  the in t e r c a la t e d
e p is o d e s  a re  meant t o  provoke r e f l e c t i o n  on th e  fu n c t io n  o f  dream s,
both  in  th e  re a d e r  and h e r o . In  f a c t  Vadé r e a l l y  means n o t  th a t
the dreams are g r a t u it o u s  (a s  Huysmans h im s e l f  con ced es  somewhat
w eakly to  Z o la ) ,  bu t i n t e n t io n a l l y  e n ig m a t ic ,  am biguously  seem ing
to  p rop ose  a s o lu t i o n  w h ile  u l t im a t e ly  p erh ap s  o f f e r i n g  n o th in g :
Dans un monde c a s s é ,  i l s  p e u v e n t . . .  r é v é l e r  vine des l ig n e s  
de f a i l l e  du r é e l ,  e t  tém oign er de l 'é t r a n g e t é  de l ’ homme 
à lu i-m êm e. Or Hu^smans v i t  dans un monde c a s s é ,  m ais i l  
a s p ir e  à l 'u n i t é ,  a l 'h a r m o n ie , au s e n s .  (3 4 )
At f i r s t  s i g h t ,  the dreams do seem to  r e p r e s e n t  a ru p tu re  w ith
the e n v iro n s  o f  the ch& teau de L ou rp s , p a r t i c u la r l y  in  the ca se
o f  the f i r s t  dream , w hich  em erges c o m p le te ly  u n e x p e c te d ly : we
have no id e a  we axe s e e in g  a s im p le  m a n ife s t a t io n  o f  J a c q u e s 's
u n co n s c io u s , but on the c o n tr a r y  e x p e r ie n c e  an exp an sion  outw ards
in  time and s p a c e , away from  the d e c r e p i t ,  g loom y c o n s t r i c t io n s
o f  the ch& teau J u s t  d e s c r ib e d  in t o  a p a la c e  a p p a re n tly  cu t  o f f
from  the c o r r u p t in g  f o r c e s  o f  o r g a n ic  n a t u r e , s in c e  i t  c o n s is t s
e n t i r e ly  o f  m eta ls  and m in era ls  w hich  em it t h e i r  own l i g h t  ( p p .3 0 -3 1 W 35)
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T his e x o t i c i s m , a s  Vade rem arks, ( 3 6 ) harks back t o  the p a in t in g s
by G ustave Moreau p re s e n te d  in  A r e b o u r s , the th re e  f i g u r e s  w ith
t h e ir  e r o t i c  r i t u a l  e ch o in g  the r o l e s  o f  Sa lom e, Herod and the
eunuch . E ls e w h e re , dreams are  d e s c r ib e d  as 'c e s  vagabondages
su r l e s  t e r r i t o i r e s  du d é l i r é '  ( p .1 8 1 ) ,  in  w hich  the s o u l
escapes from i t s  p r iso n  (p .2 2 7 ) .
Y et in  f a c t  th e  scen e  e n a cte d  in  the dream o f  E sth e r
r e v e a ls ,  beneath  i t s  e x o t i c  g u is e ,  e x a c t ly  the same m o t iv a t io n
as th at d is co v e re d  in  peasant mores —  l u s t ,  b r u t a l i t y ,  v io la t i o n .
E sth er i s  taken t o  A ssuerus much as the cow i s  taken to  the b u ll
in  ch a p te r  e l e v e n .  S im i la r ly ,  the secon d  dream a t  f i r s t  su g g e s ts
a tem p ora l, s p a t i a l ,  o r  even cosm ic  l e a p :  in s te a d  o f  p u t t in g  up
a t  L ou rp s , J a cq u es  and L ou ise  a re  to u r in g  the moon. A g a in ,
how ever, the v i v i d  im a g in a t iv e n e s s  o f  the d é co r  ( th e  dreams are
m asterp ieces o f  d e s c r ip t iv e  w r it in g )  i s  ev en tu a lly  seen to  be
con tin u in g  in  a new s e t t in g  the commentary e s ta b lish e d  in  the
r e s t  o f  the b o o k . 'N a tu re ' seems to  have been banned from  the moon:
i l  n 'y  a n i  vapeu r, n i v é g é ta t io n , n i t e r r e ,  n i eau , 
r ie n  que des r o c s  e t  des cou lées  de l a v e . . .  (p .1 0 0 )
Thus Huysmans, h a v in g  p re se n te d  the rampant c o r r u p t io n  o f  the
o rg a n ic  a t  L o u r p s , c o n t r a s t s  i t  w ith  t h i s  v i s i o n  o f  a f r o z e n ,
m ineral la n d sca p e , unchanging, s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t  —  as in  the f i r s t
dream, the sce n e  p r o v id e s  i t s  own l i g h t  ( p .1 0 2 ) .  As G a i l la r d  s a y s ,
La ch ro n o lo g ie  du r é c i t  de En Rade a sa lo g iq u e : après 
la  v is io n  des désordres de n atu re , 1 'a p p a r it io n  de^ la  
lune qui a  f i x é  son désordre  en ordre é t e r n e l ,  apres 
le  d é s é q u il ib r e  de la  p r o l i f é r a t io n  du m u ltip le , 
l 'é q u i l i b r e  de l a  stagn ation  de l'hom ogène. (37 )
B a ch e la rd , in  a c h a p t e r  on 'L a  B S verie  p é t r i f i a n t e ' ,  t a lk s  o f  a
d i a l e c t i c  betw een  ' l a  p ie r r e  e t . . .  l a  p l a i e '  in  Huysmans' w ork. ( 3 8 )
In th is  ca se , the 'd i a l e c t i c '  proves to  be in te rn a l to  the dream:
the moon i t s e l f  i s  d e e p ly  wounded —
d ' in g u é r is s a b le s  p la ie s  s o u le v a ie n t  de r o s e s  v é s i c u le s  
su r c e t t e  c h a ir  de m in era i p& le. ( p . 1 0 5 )
The moon has n o t  e sca p ed  d is e a s e  —  i t s  wounds are  ' i n c u r a b le '  —
but suspended o r  fr o z e n  the a tta c k  by succum bing to  a s o r t  o f
ca ta le p s y  ( p p .1 0 7 -0 8 ) .  P u t r id i t y  has been banned ( p .1 0 4 ) ,  but
a t the c o s t  o f  s u b m itt in g  to  ' l e  v i d e . . .  l e  néan t de l'ar& m e e t
l e  néant du b r u i t ,  l a  su p p re ss io n  des sen s  de l 'o d o r a t  e t  de
l 'o u ï e '  ( p p . 1 0 4 -0 5 ) .  U n s u rp r is in g ly , J a cq u es  b e g in s  t o  f e e l
' l 'a n g o i s s e  p ro lo n g é e  du v i d e '  (p .1 0 9 )  and th a t he h im s e lf  i s
b e in g  d ra in ed  o f  h is  l i v i n g  b od y . Death by  p a r a ly s is  r e p la c e s
o rg a n ic  c o r r u p t io n ;  the o n ly  esca p e  from  th e  w orld  i s  in t o
n o th in g n e s s .
T h is  dream i s  fu r t h e r  in t e g r a te d  i n t o  the n a r r a t iv e  by the
ob v iou s  p a r a l l e l s  th a t a re  e s t a b lis h e d  betw een  the s t a t e  o f  the
moon and J a c q u e s 's  w i f e ,  as w e l l  as by a  number o f  t r a n s i t i o n a l
p o in ts  w hich the a u th or does in  f a c t  p la c e  in  the s t o r y .  (3 9 )
A s s o c ia t io n s  between the moon and f e m in in it y  are o f  co u rse
t r a d i t i o n a l ;  a t  one p o in t ,  J a cq u e s , m ix in g  n a t u r a l i s t  p h y s io lo g y
and m agic, w onders i f  L o u is e 's  m enstrual c y c l e  i s  n o t  the cause
o f  h is  n igh tm ares (a c c o r d in g  to  P a r a c e ls u s , ' l e  san g r é g u l i e r  des
femmes engendre des fa n tS m e s ', p .2 2 8 ) .  S i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  the lu n a r
dream i s  the o n ly  one in  w hich L ou ise  h e r s e l f  a p p e a rs , accom panying
Jacques on h is  p e r e g r in a t io n s , a p p a re n tly  untouched  by the v e r t ig o
th a t a f f l i c t s  him , and fa tu o u s ly  com paring the v iew  w ith  th a t  from
the te r r a c e  o f  S a in t-G erm ain -en -L a ye  ( p .1 1 1 ) .  The 'in d om p ta b le
m al' ( p .9 3 )  w hich p o s s e s s e s  L ou ise  appears in  f a c t  to  have overtak en
a whole w or ld  in  ' l e  mal s a c r é ' ( e p i l e p s y )  w hich g r ip s  the moont
à l a  s u it e  de q u e l le  fo rm id a b le  com p ress ion  d ' o v a ir e s  
a v a i t  é t é  en rayé l e  mal s a c r é ,  l 'é p i l e p s i e  de ce  monde, 
l 'h y s t é r i e  de c e t t e  p l a n è t e . . . ?  ( p .1 0 8 ;
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The moon i s  s t  i t  w ere on a  m assive s c a le  the v i c t im  o f  a  
m a lfu n ct io n in g  fe m a le  s e x u a l i t y ,  a  'h y s t e r i a '  t o  be cu red  in  the 
fa s h io n  o f  P r o fe s s o r  C h arcot by com press in g  the o v a r ie s ,  a 
d em on stration  o f  th e  i r r e v e r s ib l e  d e s t r u c t iv e n e s s  o f  the l i f e  
c y c l e .  (4 0 )  Once a ga in  we see  how b oth  the m ost l i t e r a l  and 
the m ost fa n ta sm a g o r ie  a s p e c ts  o f  En rade a f f i r m , w ith  an 
in s is t e n c y  th a t w ou ld  be r e p e t i t i v e  were i t  n o t  f o r  the v a r ie t y  
which makes them appear to  be s u p e r f i c i a l l y  s o  d i f f e r e n t ,  the 
same n i h i l i s t i c  r e j e c t i o n .
I f  the se co n d  dream su g g e s ts  th a t  the o n ly  a l t e r n a t iv e s  
are o rg a n ic  d e g e n e ra t io n  o r  m in era l p a r a ly s is  and a n n ih i la t io n  
in  a G od less  u n iv e rs e  (we see  the ' i n d i s s o lu b le  s i l e n c e . . .  d 'u n  
in com p reh en sib le  c i e l ' ,  p .1 0 8 ) ,  the r e v e r ie  on ptom aine in  ch a p te r  
n in e , c a s t  though i t  i s  in  a humorous l i g h t  w hich  r e c a l l s  the 
macabre fa n t a s ie s  o f  a V i l l i e r s  de l 'I s le -A d a m  o r  a C h a r les  
C ro s , does a t  l e a s t  o f f e r  a  l e s s  p e s s im is t i c  image o f  human 
m o r t a l i t y :  thanks to  the a lk a lo id  ptom aine w hich  i s  p rod u ced  by 
p u t r e fy in g  c o r p s e s  ( p . 205 ) ,  the 'e s s e n c e ' o f  the dead can  be 
p reserv ed  in  the form  o f  perfum es o r  f la v o u r in g s ,  and thus be 
consumed by the l i v i n g .  Huysmans d is c o v e r s ,  as i t  w ere , a 
p u r i f ie d  l i f e  c y c l e :  a u s e fu l  purpose can be found  f o r  the 
p u stu len ce  o f  the g r a v e y a r d . . . .  T h is b u r lesq u e  v a r ia t io n  on 
the n o t io n  o f  the 'o d e u r  de s a i n t e t é '  a n t ic ip a t e s  somewhat 
i r o n i c a l l y  a work l i k e  S a in te  Lvdwine in  w hich Huysmans q u ite  
s e r io u s ly  t r i e s  to  b u i ld  a  whole r e l i g i o u s  system  round the 
c o n c e p t io n  o f  s p i r i t u a l  r e g e n e r a t io n  through p h y s ica l  d e g e n e r a t io n .
T h is  w aking dream (p .2 1 0 )  i s  f o l lo w e d , w ith ou t t r a n s i t io n  
(e x c e p t  f o r  a change o f  c h a p t e r ) ,  by the n ightm are w hich co n c lu d e s  
the s e r i e s .  W ith i t s  o c c u l t  o v e r to n e s  and v e r t ig in o u s  image o f
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S a in t -S u lp ic e ,  the f i n a l  dream p a t e n t ly  lo o k s  forw ard  to  L a -bas
(w here m etaphors r e l a t in g  to  h e ig h ts  and depths o f t e n  a p p e a r );
a t  the same tim e, th e  appearan ce o f  'T ru th *  r e f e r s  back to  the
k in d red  f ig u r e  o f  th e  Pox in  A r e b o u r s . And h ere  Jacques i s  no
lo n g e r  s im p ly  a s p e c t a t o r  o b s e r v in g  th e  v i o la t i o n  o f  E sth er  o r  a
w o r ld , b u t l ik e  des E ss e in te s  i s  h im s e l f  menaced by a s e r i e s  o f
b iz a r r e  f i g u r e s ,  in  a sequence o f  s e v e r a l  s ce n e s . In  o th e r  w ord s ,
t h is  dream i s  the m ost e la b o r a t e  o f  th e  th r e e , p ro v id in g  a c l im a x ,
find co n se q u e n tly  one e x p e c ts  i t s  m essage to  be the most f a r -
r e a c h in g . Thus Vadé cla im s t h i s  l a s t  dream
m a te r ia l is e  l e  passage de l 'o n i r i q u e  au s p i r i t u e l  
e t ,  dans un deuxièm e tem ps, a l a  sym b oliqu e . (41 )
The s u c c e s s io n  o f  g ro te s q u e s  w h ich  Jacques en cou n ters
m ight s u g g e s t  a c o lo u r fu l  p agean t in  th e  manner o f  E .T .A . Hoffm ann,
were i t  n o t  th a t t h e i r  h id e o u sn e ss  v e r g e s  on the obscen e and they
seem to  have some s p e c i f i c ,  b u t o b scu re  r o l e  to  p la y . Jacques i s
meant t o  su rren d er h is  w atch  t o  a h e rm a p h ro d it ic  m onster co o k in g
up a K a b b a l is t ic  r e c ip e  ( p . 2 1 4 ) ,  and h i s  f a i lu r e  to  do so  cau ses
c a ta s t r o p h e ; Jacqu es has become a b e l l r i n g e r ,  a s s is t e d  by a co u p le
o f  s tra n ge  m u s ic ia n s , a c u l -d e - l a t t e  s q u a t t in g  in  a bowl (a  m acabre
p la y  on w o rd s !)  and h is  g r o s s  w ife  ( p p . 2 1 8 -1 9 ) . Be f in d s  h im s e lf
in  a g a l l e r y ,  from  the f l o o r  o f  w hich emerge h eav in g , b u t t o c k - l ik e
pum pkins; to  h is  t e r r o r ,  he h ears  the d o o r  b e in g  broken down:
Oh! i l s  é t a ie n t  l à  d e r r iè r e  c e t t e  p o r t e ,  t e l s  q u ' i l  l e s  
d e v in a it  sans l e s  a v o ir  jam ais v u s ,  l e s  démons q u 'im p lo r e , 
l a  n u it ,  l 'a b e r r a t i o n  d e s ^ f i l l e s  qui se form en t, l e s  
m onstres en q u ite  de c r a t è r e s  n u b i l e s ,  l e s  p&les e t  
m ystérieu x  in c u b e s ,a u  sperme f r o i d !  (p .2 1 7 )
Perhaps what i s  m ost c l e a r  a bou t th ese  scen es  i s  th a t they e f f e c t
a t r a n s i t io n  between En rade and L a -b a s  : an o c c u l t  purpose i s
g lim p se d , ju s t  beh ind  the d o o r ,  both  f e a r f u l  and a p p e a lin g ,
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S a in t -S u lp ic e , the f in a l  dream p a t e n t ly  lo o k s  forw a rd  to  L a -ba s
(w here m etaphors r e la t in g  to  h e ig h ts  and d epth s o f t e n  a p p e a r );
a t  the same t im e , the appearance o f  'T r u t h ' r e f e r s  back t o  the
k in d red  f ig u r e  o f  the Pox in  A r e b o u r s . And h ere  Jacqu es i s  no
lo n g e r  s im p ly  a  s p e c t a t o r  o b s e r v in g  the v i o l a t i o n  o f  E sth er  o r  a
w o r ld , b u t l i k e  des E s s e in te s  i s  h im s e l f  menaced by a s e r i e s  o f
b iz a r r e  f i g u r e s ,  in  a sequence o f  s e v e r a l  s c e n e s . In  o th e r  w ord s ,
th is  dream i s  the m ost e la b o r a t e  o f  the th r e e , p r o v id in g  a  c l im a x ,
and co n s e q u e n t ly  one e x p e c t s  i t s  m essage t o  be the m ost f a r -
r e a c h in g . Thus Vade c la im s  t h is  l a s t  dream
m a t e r ia l is e  l e  passage de l 'o n i r i q u e  au s p i r i t u e l  
e t ,  dans un deuxième tem ps, a l a  sym b o liq u e . (4 1 )
The s u c c e s s io n  o f  g ro te s q u e s  w hich  Jacques en cou n ters
m ight s u g g e s t  a  c o lo u r fu l  pagean t in  the manner o f  E .T .A . Hoffm ann,
were i t  n o t  t h a t  t h e ir  h id e o u sn e ss  v e r g e s  on the ob scen e  and they
seem t o  have some s p e c i f i c ,  but o b scu re  r o l e  to  p la y .  Jacqu es i s
meant to  s u rre n d e r  h is  w atch to  a h e rm a p h ro d it ic  m onster co o k in g
up a K a b b a l i s t i c  r e c ip e  ( p .2 1 4 ) ,  and h is  f a i lu r e  to  do so  ca u ses
c a ta s t r o p h e ; Jacqu es has become a b e l l r i n g e r ,  a s s is t e d  by a co u p le
o f  s tra n g e  m u s ic ia n s , a c u l -d e - .1 a t te  s q u a t t in g  in  a bowl (a  macabre
play  on w ord s !) and h is  gross w ife  (p p .2 1 8 -1 9 ). He fin d s  h im se lf
in  a g a l le r y ,  from the f l o o r  o f  which emerge heaving, b u t t o c k - l ik e
pum pkins; to  h is  t e r r o r ,  he h ears  the d o o r  b e in g  broken downs
Oh! i l s  é t a ie n t  l à  d e r r iè r e  c e t t e  p o r t e ,  t e l s  q u ' i l  l e s  
d e v in a i t  sans l e s  a v o ir  Jam ais v u s , l e s  démons q u 'im p lo r e , 
l a  n u i t ,  l 'a b e r r a t i o n  des f i l l e s  q u i se fo rm e n t, l e s  
m on stres  en qu8te de c r a t è r e s  n u b i le s ,  l e s  p& les e t  
m y s té r ie u x  in cu b e s ,a u  Bperme f r o i d !  (p .2 1 7 )
Perhaps what i s  most c l e a r  a bou t th ese  sce n e s  i s  th a t  they e f f e c t
a t r a n s i t i o n  between En rade and L a -b a s i an o c c u l t  purpose i s
glim psed , J u st behind the d oor , both fe a r fu l  and app ea lin g ,
25 4
and the tow er o f  S a in t -S u lp ic e  r e -a p p e a r s  i n s i s t e n t l y ,  w ith  
Jacques p lu n g in g  v e r t ig in o u s ly  up and down i t ;  hut u n lik e  the 
y e a rn in g  a d o le s c e n t  g i r l s ,  he f e a r s  v i o l a t i o n  ( 'Demones e x e r ce a n t  
cum m a g ic is  sodom iam ', p .2 1 7 )  and i s  u n w il l in g  o r  u n ab le  to  
su rre n d e r  h is  watch —  to  re n o u n ce , as i t  w e r e , h is  p la c e  in  
the modern w o r ld , to  a c c e p t  the t im e le s s  dom ain o f  o c c u l t  myth. 
Perhaps i t  i s  because he rem ains uncom m itted  and f a i l s  to  r e c o g n is e  
the 't r u t h '  th a t Jacques i s  a n g r i ly  a s s a i l e d  by the coachman ( 'd e  
mine p a t r ia r c h a le ' ,  p .225 ) a t  the end o f  the dream .
But the o n ly  tru th  w hich  i s  c a t e g o r i c a l l y  a ff ir m e d  i s  th a t 
Truth has been so  sh am eless ly  p r o s t i t u t e d  th rou g h ou t the ages as 
to  have no r e a l  v a lu e  (th e  a l l e g o r i c a l  f ig u r e  r e p r e s e n ts  ' l a  
grande R ou lu re  de l ' e s p r i t ,  l a  T ra in ee  de l '& m e ',  p .2 2 4 ) .
Appearing f i r s t  as a naked beauty whose eyes are a lte rn a te ly  
a p p ea lin g , then m utilated (p p .2 2 1 -2 2 ), the woman i s  h o is te d  in to  
the sky by a ja ck  impaled in  her h ip , 's o n  f l a n c  c re v e ' ( p . 2 2 3 ) .
In f a c t  t h is  p e r v e r te d , c r u c i f i e d  f ig u r e  d o e s  n o t  s im p ly  r e f e r  
back to  the h o r r o r  o f  the Pox in  A re  hours b u t  forw a rd s  to  the 
s a c re d  h o r r o r  o f  the c r u c i f i x i o n  p re s e n te d  a t  the th re s h o ld  o f  
L a -b a s t t r u th  i s  on the p o in t  o f  b e in g  c o n v e r te d  from  a s t r id e n t  
a cc la m a tio n  o f  u n iv e rs a l s ic k n e s s  to  som eth in g  w h ich , though 
e q u a lly  torm en ted , bears the p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  re d e m p tio n .
In  c o n c lu s io n ,  then , En rade i s  a book th a t  r e v e a ls  a 
s e p a r a t io n ,  but n o t  the e p is o d i c  d iv i s i o n  betw een  r e a l  and 
f a n t a s t i c  w hich f i r s t  s t r ik e s  the r e a d e r . The in v e s t ig a t io n  
o f  the phenomena o f  the w aking and s le e p in g  w o r ld s  i s  c a r r ie d  
ou t w ith  a  l u r id  in s is t e n c e  on the m ost b r u t a l  o r  g ro te sq u e  
a s p e c ts  o f  human b eh a v iou r; but a t  the same t im e , the p re s e n ta t io n
o f  L o u is e 's  i l l n e s s ,  the dream s, the h o u se h o ld , the a f f i n i t i e s  
between L ou ise  and the p easan t N o r in e , a l l  r e v e a l  a p a in fu l  
p ro b in g  o f  the h id d en  f o r c e s  w hich m o tiv a te  the m ind, s o c i a l  
e x ch a n g e s , and the w hole p r o c e s s  o f  l i f e .  (4 2 )  In  a  way, we 
move tow ards an i n t u i t i o n  o f  o c c u l t  c o r r e s p o n d e n c e s ! a p e a s a n t  
woman and a  P a r ls ie n n e . a d is e a s e d  p la n e t  and a  s i c k  w ife  and 
c a t ,  even  an e x o t i c  B i b l i c a l  fa n ta sy  and a farm yard  scen e b e g in  
to  d is p la y  m y ste r io u s  p a r a l l e l s .  Perhaps i t  i s  the D e v il who 
p o s s e s s e s  L ou ise  ( a s  the p easan ts  f e a r ,  p .1 6 8 )  and who has d r iv e n  
a r i f t  between husband and w i f e .  But though J a cq u es  M aries 
g lim p ses  m y ste r ie s  everyw h ere , the u n it y  they seem to  p rom ise  
f a i l s  to  em erge. J u s t  as Huysmans, by e x p o s in g  the myths o f  
the c o u n t r y s id e , p ro d u ce s  nausea in  h is  h e ro , s o  to o  J a cq u es  
M a r ie s 's  a ttem pts t o  p e n e tra te  the u n d e rs id e  o f  l i f e  o n ly  
e x a ce rb a te  h is  a l i e n a t i o n ,  from  the w orld  around him , h is  w i f e ,  
and h is  own s o u l .  From the o u t s id e ,  su bstan ce  i s  caught i n  a 
p ro c e s s  o f  g a r is h  p u t r e fa c t io n ;  the in s id e  o f f e r s  the c h o i c e  
betw een d ia b o l i c  v i o l a t i o n  and the v o i d .  We a re  l e f t  w ith
l 'a n o r e x i e  d 'u n e  im a g in a t io n  t e r r e s t r e  q u i re fu s e
l e s  b ien s  de l a  t e r r e . (4 3 )
L a -ba s  c o n t in u e s  t h is  a g on ised  d e lv in g  in t o  the f i s s u r e s  
w hich have opened in  the s u r fa c e  o f  r e a l i t y ,  ru p tu re d  by th e  
a n n ih i la t in g  a s s a u l t  o f  n a tu ra lis m . But though En rade r e v e a l s  
a u n bea ra b le  sen se  o f  d is u n it y ,  a f e e l i n g  o f  b e in g  n o t  s im p ly  
'm al dans sa  peau* but 'm al dans l a  peau du monde' ,  in  p u r e ly  
s t r u c t u r a l  terms th e  book i s  h ig h ly  s u c c e s s fu l  and t i g h t ly  
k n it ,  thanks in  p a r t  to  the sense o f  co rre sp o n d e n ce s  o u t l in e d  
a b ove , o r  to  the u n ify in g  e f f e c t  o f  c e r t a in  p e r v a s iv e  im a g e s . (4 4 )  
I f  once again  Huysmans s t a r t s  from  a co n v e n t io n a l genre n o v e l .
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w r it in g  b i s  v e r s io n  o f  the 'rom an r u s t i q u e ' ,  En r a d e . 
though e n t i r e l y  la c k in g  the e p ic  b re a d th  o f  a work l ik e  La T e r r e , 
lo o k s  fo rw a rd  to  c e r t a in  p r e o c c u p a t io n s  o f  the tw e n tie th  
ce n tu r y t e x p lo r in g  the s e l f  a t  bay  n o t  o n ly  w ith  the p r e s s u r e s  
o f  a h o s t i l e  w orld  but w ith  the f o r c e s  o f  the u n co n sc io u s  m ind. 
A part from  Andre B r e t o n '8 a p p r e c ia t iv e  assessm en t o f  the b o o k , 
one th in k s  t o o ,  in  a l e s s  p o r te n to u s  v e in ,  o f  n o v e ls  l i k e  M arcel 
Aym e's La Jument v e r t e  o r  La V o u iv r e . w hich  s im i la r ly  com bine 
an a s tu te  and humorous o b s e r v a t io n  o f  p easan t b eh a v iou r w ith  
an aw areness o f  the f a n t a s t i c ,  m y th ic  f o r c e s  w hich a c t  upon man 
in  h is  c o n fr o n t a t io n  w ith  the n a t u r a l  w o r ld . And, f i n a l l y ,
En rade can be a p p r e c ia te d  b eca u se  i t  i s  ra th e r  more r e a d a b le  
than some o f  the o th e r  n o v e ls ;  th e  a u t h o r 's  im a g in a tion  f lo w s  
u n in te r ru p te d  by the c a ta lo g u e s  w h ich  d is r u p t  the t e x ts  o f  
A reh ou rs  and L a -b a s .
But Euysmans' r i c h e s t  n o v e l  i s  L a -b a s . in  terms o f  movement 
and v a r ie t y  in  p l o t ,  ch a r a c te r s  and id e a s .  A reh ou rs  may w e l l  
p rop ose  an e n c y c lo p e d ic  i n v e s t ig a t i o n  o f  c u l t u r e ,  but e s s e n t i a l l y  
as a n o v e l i t  i s  s o l i p s i s t i c  and s t a t i c :  a s e r ie s  o f  b r i l l i a n t  
p rose  poems c a ta lo g u in g  v a r io u s  s u b je c t s  i s  s e t  a g a in s t  a 
s t r i v i n g  t o  w ithdraw  from  a c t i o n ,  s o c i e t y ,  the w o r ld , i n t o  a 
h erm e tic  r e t r e a t .  En rade l ik e w is e  i s  based on a g lo b a l  r e fu s a l  
o f  n a tu r e , o r  ra th e r  a d e s i r e  t o  a ch ie v e  a tem porary e q u i l ib r iu m  
where n a tu re  can be h e ld  a t  b a y . In  L a -b a s . one f in d s  th e  same 
n e g a t iv e  p o s tu re  tow ards the m odern w o r ld , but a t  the same tim e , 
as the t i t l e  in d i c a t e s ,  a  new e x p a n s iv e n e s s , a movement ou tw a rd s , 
both  c h r o n o lo g i c a l ly  ( th e  K id d le  Ages appear as an a l t e r n a t iv e  
w o r ld ) and m e ta p h y s ica lly  ( th e r e  a re  perhaps m o tiv a t in g  f o r c e s
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behind th e  s e l f -d e s t r u c t iv e  c y c le s  o f  n a tu re  —  be th ey  in c u b u s e s , 
la r v a e ,  d e v i l s  o r  m icrobes —  n a tu re  d oes perhaps f i t  in t o  a  scheme 
more l a u d ib le  than th a t o f  e te r n a l  movement betw een fe c u n d it y  and 
p u t r e s c e n c e ) .  M ystic ism , m ystery , and m y s t i f i c a t i o n  b e g in  to  
c la im  a  s ig n i f i c a n t  p la c e ,  and are perh aps w i l f u l l y  c o n fu s e d .
The f i r s t  ch a p ter  o f  the b o o k , w ith  i t s  a t ta c k  on n a tu ra lis m , 
appears to  propose a programme f o r  a  new n o v e l ,  a  n o v e l  w h ich , one 
im a g in e s , n o t  on ly  Là-bas bu t a ls o  th e  r e l i g i o u s  w orks and even  
En ra d e  áre meant to  i l l u s t r a t e .  B ut the programme i s  h y p o t h e t ic a l ;  
w h ile  d e s  Hermies i s  prepared  to  j e t t i s o n  m ost o f  the m ainstays o f  
n a tu ra lism  ( it B  m a te r ia lism , d é m o c r a t is a t io n  o f  a r t ,  in s is t e n c e  
on the sen su a l and p h y s i o l o g ic a l ,  1 , 5 - 7 ) «  the h ero  h im s e l f ,
D u r ta l , i s  much more c a u t io u s : h is  'n a tu r a lis m e  s p i r i t u a l i s t e ' ,  ( I ,1 1 )  
f a r  fro m  b e in g  a genuine s y n th e s is  o f  c o n f l i c t i n g  f o r c e s ,  sounds 
more l i k e  an attem pt to  g e t  the b e s t  o f  b oth  w orld s  w ith o u t f u l l y  
a p p r e c ia t in g  the demands o f  e i t h e r .  S i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  p erh a p s , the 
two p a th s  he en v isa ges  run p a r a l l e l ,  and thus n e v e r  a c t u a l ly  m eet.
I f  one t r i e s  to  see  how En rade m ig h t , r e t r o s p e c t i v e l y ,  e x e m p lify  
the a ttem p t to  fu se  n a tu ra lism  and s p i r i t u a l i t y ,  one i s  f o r c e d  to  
co n c lu d e  th a t i t  i s  Buysmans' humour and im a g in a t iv e  in v e n t iv e n e s s  
ra th e r  than any 's p i r i t u a l '  m essage th a t make the book  a s u c c e s s .
What on e  sees  i s  p s y c h o lo g ic a l  r a t h e r  than s p i r i t u a l  in n o v a tio n  
in  the p re s e n ta t io n  o f  m arriage o r  dream s, in  the s u b t le ,  s a r d o n ic  
comedy o f  human r e la t io n s  w hich a n t i c ip a t e s  the m ixtu re o f  d i s i l l u s i o n  
and e x p e c t a t io n  in  D u r ta l 's  l i a i s o n  w ith  Mme C h a n te lou ve .
The d is c u s s io n  o f  L à -b a s , and in  th e  n e x t  ch a p te r  o f  Huysmans' 
r e l i g i o u s  w orks, w i l l  try  to  d eterm in e  w hether he e v e r  su cceed s  
in  h o ld in g  to g e th e r  two p o le s  t h a t ,  a t  f i r s t  s ig h t ,  seem a lm ost 
t o t a l l y  c o n t r a d ic t o r y , and, i f  n o t ,  what the r e a l  outcom e o f  the
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attem pt i s .
One a s p e c t  o f  L a-bas w hich  o f t e n  g o e s  unm entioned i s  n o t
the a p p a r e n t ly  s e l f - r r f l e x iv e  n a tu re  o f  th e  b o o k , b u t  s im p ly  the
f a c t  th a t  a lo n e  o f  Huysmans' n o v e ls  i t  i s  a c t u a l l y  an adven tu re
s t o r y .  (4 5 )  I t  may be com pared to  Les Faux-m onnaveurs in  the sen se
th a t b o th  w orks r a th e r  n a r c i s s i s t i c a l l y  s t r i v e  t o  embody a  th e o ry
o f  f i c t i o n  w h ich  i s  p rop osed  w ith in  t h e i r  t e x t s ,  ( 4 6 ) b u t a ls o
b e ca u se , u n lik e  more r e c e n t  v e r s io n s  o f  e x p e r im e n ta l f i c t i o n ,
both  n o v e ls  manage to  ca p tu re  the r e a d e r 's  im a g in a t io n  on. the
l e v e l  o f  i n c id e n t ,  d e f t l y  in te rw e a v in g  d i f f e r e n t  e v e n ts  and
ch a r a c te r s  w ith o u t  la p s in g  in t o  g r a tu ito u s n e s s  o r  in c o h e r e n c e .
The p l o t  o f  L a -bas in  f a c t  re c o u n ts  th ree  s e t s  o f  a d v e n tu re s :
th ose  o f  G i l l e s  de R a is ,  the in fam ous f i f t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  m urderer
and s a t a n i s t ;  the entanglem en t o f  the h e ro  D u rta l w ith  Mme C h an te-
lo u v e ,  h e r s e l f  a p r a c t i s in g  s a t a n is t ;  and D u r t a l 's  fu r t h e r  i n i t i a t i o n
in t o  o c c u l t  l o r e  in  the home o f  the b e l l r i n g e r  C a rh a ix , who l i v e s
in  the tow er o f  S a in t -S u lp ic e . The o c c u l t  i s  o f  c o u rse  a  s u b je c t
w hich i t s e l f  i s  d a n g erou sly  tem p tin g  —  n o t  m ere ly  f o r  the
ch a ra c te r s  o r  a u th or o f  L a -b a s . but f o r  com m entators on t h i s  and
subsequent works by Huysmans, s in ce  i t  i s  hard to  s e t  a s id e  o n e 's
own p r e ju d ic e s  on the m a tte r . Thus one c r i t i c ,  in  an a r t i c l e
w hich p u r p o r ts  to  d is c u s s  Huysmans' p r e s e n ta t io n  o f  the M iddle
A ges, (4 7 )  by e x c e s s iv e ly  q u o t in g  exam ples w hich  r e v e a l  the
n o v e l i s t 's  penchant f o r  the g a r is h ly  m a rv e llo u s  o r  m acabre
b e l i e f s  o f  the tim e , manages t o  im ply th a t  Huysmans was a
g u l l i b l e  n in com poop ; w h ile  o th e r  com m entators, on the c o n t r a r y ,
f e e l  o b l ig e d  to  in fo rm  the r e a d e r  th a t  th ey  to o  b e l i e v e  in  d e v i l s .  (4 8 )
W r it in g  to  A r i j  P r in s , Huysmans rem arked o f  L a -b a s »
Ce l i v r e  e s t  p resqu 'en  d ia log u es  -  c 'e s t  t e r r ib le  -  9a 
n 'a  p lu s l ' a i r  d 'd t r e  e c r i t  ( . . . )  au moins c ' e s t  neu f ( . . . )  
c ' e s t  un s u je t  que personne, a l 'h e u r e  a c t u e l le ,  n 'a  
aborde! ( 4 9 )
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R e t r o s p e c t iv e ly ,  h ow ever, L a-bas seems v e r y  much t o  have ca p tu re d  
the l i t e r a r y  and o c c u l t  fa s h io n s  o f  i t s  d a y . (5 0 )  J u le s  E u r e t 's  
in v e s t ig a t io n  o f  con tem porary  l i t e r a t u r e ,  p u b lish e d  in  1691 l ik e  
L à -b a s . showed th a t  n a tu ra lism  had few  rem ain in g  s u p p o r t e r s .
The p o s i t i v i s t ,  m a t e r ia l i s t  p h ilo so p h y  i t  was based  on was 
d is c r e d i t e d ,  s a id  Édouard R od. (5 1 )  S im i la r ly ,  M. R alm on d 's  
a n a ly s is  o f  the developm en t o f  the n o v e l between 1690 and 1914 
shows th a t f i c t i o n  g e n e r a l ly  was now dom inated by v a r io u s  form s 
o f  'e s c a p e ' and more and more e n croa ch ed  on by d i f f e r e n t  i d e o l ­
o g i e s .  (5 2 )  Huysmans' c la im  to  o r i g i n a l i t y  o f  s u b je c t  m a tte r  
r e f e r s  perhaps s p e c i f i c a l l y  to  h is  treatm en t o f  sa ta n ism , ra th e r  
than the su p ern a tu ra l more g e n e r a l ly .  A newspaper re v ie w  o f  
June 1691 on 'L 'É v o lu t io n  du roman n a t u r a l i s t e ' p o in ts  o u t  how 
fa m i l ia r  the o c c u l t  had becom e:
On s a i t  de q u el g o û t  b iz a r r e  c e t t e  f in  de s i è c l e  s ' e s t  
é p r is e  pour to u te s  l e s  v a r ié t é s  de l 'o c c u l t i s m e .  L es 
s p i r i t e s  s o n t  b ie n  d é p a ss é s ; nous avons des m ages, d es  
m ystagogu es, des th é o s o p h e s , des b o u d d h is te s , des k a b b a - 
l i s t e s ,  des a s t r o lo g u e s ,  des é v o ca te u rs  d 'e s p r i t s .  On 
ne p a r le  que de m a ison s h an tées  e t  d'&mes voy a gea n t en 
dehors de le u r  c o r p s ,  à l a  v o lo n t é  de m a g ic ien s  q u i n 'o n t  
meme p lu s  b e so in  de b a g u e tte s  e t  de g r im o ire s  pour o p é re r  
le u r s  p r o d ig e s .  ( 5 3 )
And b oth  n a tu ra lism  and the o c c u l t  c la im  a v a l i d i t y  in  ' s c i e n c e ' ,  
th is  re v ie w e r  a ls o  p o in t s  o u t : the gap between the two i s  
th e r e fo r e  l e s s  w ide than i t  may seem .
P a r a d o x ic a l ly  th e n , L a -b a s . w ith  i t s  r e j e c t i o n  o f  modern 
h is t o r y  f o r  m ed ieval r e l i g i o u s  myth, a c t u a l ly  seems to  ca p tu re  
the s p i r i t  o f  i t s  own age and has i t s e l f ,  n in e ty  yea rs  o n , 
become a h i s t o r i c a l  docum ent. In  f a c t ,  th is  and su bsequ en t 
works by Euysmans a t t r a c t e d  a f a r  w id er  re a d e rs h ip  than any o f  
h is  e a r l i e r  b o o k s ; by 1893* L a-bas had earned him about 1 0 ,0 0 0  
fr a n c s  (th e  e q u iv a le n t  o f  two y e a r s ' s a la r y )  —  'une des s tu peu rs
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de ma v i e ' .  (5 4 )  The a p p a ren t r e j e c t i o n  o f  n a tu ra lism  and the 
o b s e s s io n  w ith  the o c c u l t  o r  s u p e r n a tu r a l , the two f e a t u r e s  w h ich  
gave the book i t s  con tem porary  a p p e a l , a re  s t i l l  i t s  m ost s t r i k i n g  
a s p e c t s ,  from  the f i r s t  c h a p te r  onw ards. But b e fo r e  d is c u s s in g  
w hether the c o n c e p t  o f  a  'n a tu r a lis m e  s p i r i t u a l i s t e '  p rov es  to  
be a key term  f o r  the id e a s  and s t r u c tu r e  o f  the b o o k , i t  seems 
u s e fu l  to  b e g in  w ith  the c h a r a c t e r s  s in c e ,  a p a r t  from  t h e ir  
p s y c h o lo g ic a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e ,  i t  i s  t h e i r  in t e r a c t i o n  on v a r io u s  
l e v e l s  w hich  p rod u ces  b o th  th e  p l o t  and .the innum erable d is c u r s iv e  
p assages o f  the b o o k .
R o b e r t  B a ld ic k  d e s c r i b e s  L a -b a s  as  a ' l i v r e  à  c l é ' .  (5 5 )
The modern r e a d e r , how ever, who may s t i l l  be cu r io u s  to  le a r n  the 
i d e n t i t i e s  o f  the l i t e r a r y  f i g u r e s  v i l i f i e d  under th in  d is g u is e s  
in  a n o v e l l i k e  B lo y 's  La Femme p a u vre . i s  u n l ik e ly  to  be in t e r e s t e d  
in  such  o b scu re  m odels as H e n r ie t t e  M a i l la t ,  C h arles  B u et, the 
m yster iou s  abbé Van H aecke, ( 5 6 )  the n o t o r io u s  e x -a b b é  B o u lla n : 
to  l in g e r  on such  ' i d e n t i f i c a t i o n s '  o n ly  o b fu s c a te s  the f i c t i o n a l  
w orth  o f  the ch a ra c te r s  in  La—b a s . Far more i n t e r e s t in g ,  w ith in  
the n o v e l i t s e l f ,  i s  the i n t e r a c t i o n  o f  r e a l  and f i c t i o n a l  —  one 
o f  s e v e r a l  p a r a l l e l s  and o p p o s i t io n s  w hich  co n n e c t  the c h a r a c t e r s .  
G i l l e s  de R a is ,  a h i s t o r i c a l  p e rs o n a g e , i s  n om in a lly  p re se n te d  o n ly  
as he a ppears to  im aginary c h a r a c t e r s ;  the h is t o r y  o f  h is  l i f e ,  
b e in g  w r it t e n  by D u r ta l, who h a s  o s t e n s ib ly  g iv e n  up w r it in g  
n o v e ls ,  appears in  v a r io u s  in s ta lm e n ts  th rou gh ou t the n o v e l ,  
t r e a te d  in  a  way th a t i s  as c l o s e  to  f i c t i o n  as h i s t o r y ;  the 
a dven tu res o f  G i l l e s  a re  g iv e n  an exem plary va lu e  o u ts id e  
h is t o r y  ( o r  f i c t i o n )  and a t  th e  same time are  r e f l e c t e d ,  on a 
l e s s e r  s c a l e ,  in  the a d v e n tu re s  o r  q u e s t  undertaken  by D u r ta l,
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w ith in  L a -b a s . But in  a d d it io n ,  o u t s id e  L a -b a s . D u rta l has an 
exem plary va lu e  f o r  Huysmana h im s e l f ;  the a u t h o r 's  c o n v e r s io n  i s  
s t im u la te d  by the w r it in g  o f  L a -b a s ■ (5 7 )  and D u r ta l , h av in g  
h e lp e d  d r iv e  h is  c r e a t o r  to  the C hurch , i s  r e t a in e d  in  the l a s t  
th re e  C a th o lic  n o v e ls  —  though h is  r o l e  i s  c o n s id e r a b ly  d i f f e r e n t .
The ch a ra c te r s  o f  L a-bas form  a t r ia n g le ,  w ith  D u rta l a t  the 
c e n t r e .  They move in  th ree  d i f f e r e n t  m ilie u x  —  the f i f t e e n t h  
c e n tu r y , f i n - d e - s i e c l e  P a r is ,  and the b e l l t o w e r  o f  S a in t - S u lp ic e . 
One c r i t i c ,  in d e e d , has su ggested  th a t  t h is  t r i p a r t i t e  d iv i s i o n  
re p r e s e n ts  e a r th , heaven and h e l l  ( t h e  o rd in a ry  torm ents o f  
D u rta l in  h is  apartm ent c o n t r a s t in g  w ith  the q u ie tu d e  o f  C arhaix  
and the in fe r n a l  domain o f  G i l l e s  de B a is  r e s p e c t i v e l y ) .  (5 6 )
But in  r e a l i t y ,  T if fa u g e s  and S a in t -S u lp ic e  do n o t  p r e s e n t  such 
a  s im p le , a lm ost a l l e g o r i c a l  c o n t r a s t .  On the c o n t r a r y , D u r t a l 's  
a lt e r n a t in g  e x p e r ie n ce s  in  a l l  th re e  s e t t in g s  run p a r a l l e l ,  and 
Euysmans n ever e s t a b l i s h e s  such c l e a r - c u t  a b s o lu te s  o f  extrem e 
good  and e v i l ,  o r  o f  the n a tu ra l and s u p e r n a tu r a l , betw een each  
m i l i e u .  Both C arh a ix , w ith  h is  g h a s t ly  p a l l o r ,  and G i l l e s  de 
B a is ,  p a ss in g  from  unim aginable  a t r o c i t i e s  to  p io u s  re m o rse , are 
u n w orld ly  c h a r a c te r s ! y e t  w h ile  G i l l e s  e v e n tu a lly  com es to  terms 
w ith  h i8 w o r ld , C arhaix has been d i s p la c e d ,  s u p e rse d e d ; h is  
p r o fe s s io n  and r e t r e a t  are c o n s t a n t ly  menaced —  as the trium phant 
c r i e s  o f  the mob in d ic a t e  a t  the end o f  the n o v e l —  in  a w orld  
where s h o rt-te rm  p o l i t i c a l  c o n s id e r a t io n s  d e fe a t  the e te r n a l  
tru th s  o f  f a i t h .  M oreover, Mme C h a n te lo u v e , s o c i e t y  h o s te s s  
though she may b e , i s  e q u a lly  u n w o r ld ly , w ith  h er s i n i s t e r  c la im s  
th a t  she can p o sse ss  any man, dead o r  a l i v e ,  a t  w i l l .  A l l  th ree  
f ig u r e s  in  f a c t  f o r c e  home on D u rta l a  sen se  o f  the o v e r r id in g  
p resen ce  o f  the s u p e rn a tu ra l, the u n d e rs id e  o f  r e l i g i o n ,  as though
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w herever one turned  m ystery  was in e s c a p a b le .  Thus he i s  i n i t i a t e d  
v i c a r io u s ly  by h is  r e s e a r c h e s  on C i l l e s  de R a is ,  in  a p e d a g o g ica l  
fa sh io n  by the d i s q u i s i t i o n s  a t  C a r h a ix 's ,  and d i r e c t l y  by 
H yacinthe C h a n te lou v e , when what s t a r t s  as a s e x u a l adven tu re  
le a d s  a ga in  to  sa ta n ism . C e r ta in  c h a r a c t e r s ,  su ch  as d es  H erm ies, 
G evingey o r  the in fam ous ch a n o in e  D o cre , a ls o  p r o v id e  co n n e c t in g  
l in k s ;  as d oes  D u rta l h im s e l f  in  h is  com parison  o f  the ch a r a c te r s  
o f  G i l l e s  and Mme C h an telou ve (c h a p t e r  s i x t e e n ) .
The th re e  grou p s  a l s o  have in  common the f a c t  th a t  each  
i s  h e a v ily  depen den t on e x t e r n a l  d o cu m e n ta tio n . I f ,  a s  Huysmans 
rem arked, the n o v e l ' e s t  t o u t  en c o n v e r s a t io n s ,  en d i a l o g u e s ' ,  (5 9 )  
i t  i s  c e r t a in ly  n o t  b ecau se  the a u th or  has d e c id e d  to  g iv e  v o i c e  
to  h is  c h a r a c t e r s :  th ere  i s  no t r a c e  o f  the c a r e f u l  r e c o r d in g  o f  
popu lar o r  p ea sa n t sp eech  fou n d  in  the e a r l i e r  n o v e l s .  ( 60 ) 
C on versa tion  d oes  n o t  r e f l e c t  d ra m a tic  exchange (Huysmans' 
comment, ' l l  y  a des moments ou 9a prend des a l lu r e s  de th e & tre ' 
seems r a th e r  d is in g e n u o u s ) ,  ( 6 1 ) b u t i s  a c o n v e n ie n t  way o f  
p ro p o s in g  p o in t s  o f  v iew  o r  s im p ly  l e c t u r e s  on sundry m a tters  
which one sp ea k er demands o f  a n o th e r . In  the f i r s t  c h a p t e r , f o r  
in s ta n c e , d es  H erm ies and D u rta l a re  g iv en  l i t t l e  su b sta n ce  as 
c h a r a c te r s : a l l  we o b se rv e  i s  an a l t e r n a t io n  betw een two 
a t t it u d e s  tow ards n a t u r a l is m . Huysmans h im s e l f  th ou gh t h is  
docum entation  e x c e s s iv e  ( ' l l  y  en a ta n t que l e  volum e va  c r a q u e r ')  
( 62 ) and com p la in ed  th a t th e  book re a d  l ik e  a la w y e r 's  r e p o r t .
Even the anonymous lo v e  l e t t e r s  w h ich  D urtal r e c e iv e s  were c o p ie d  
a lm ost v e rb a tim  from  l e t t e r s  s e n t  to  Huysmans by H e n r ie t te  M a i l la t ,  
w ith  whom he had a s h o r t - l i v e d  l i a i s o n  around 1886 . ( 6 3 ) H is 
in fo rm a tio n  a b ou t the o c c u l t  —  w hich  arou sed  the d e r is io n  o f  
s p e c i a l i s t s  l i k e  Papus o r  Peladan  ( 64) —  was in  la r g e  p a r t
d e r iv e d  from  the u n fro ck e d  p r i e s t  B o u lla n .
But w h ile  the o c c u l t  d ocu m en ta tion  d o e s  tend  to  ex p lo d e  
in c o h e r e n t ly  a c r o s s  the pages o f  L a-baB . so  t h a t  a b r u t a l ly  
c y n ic a l  a t t i t u d e  tow ards the ev ery d a y  w orld  c o n t r a s t s  s t r a n g e ly  
w ith  an a v id  d e s ir e  t o  le a r n  a bou t the m ost im p rob a b le  a s p e c ts  
o f  the beyon d , Huysmans' p r e s e n t a t io n  o f  G i l l e s  de B a is  i s  much 
more s u c c e s s fu l ly  in t e g r a t e d .  Even i f  one f in d s  the 'C a t h o l i c '  
in t e r p r e t a t io n  w hich  L a -bas g iv e s  o f  the m aréchal de B ais  
u n co n v in c in g , n e v e r th e le s s  the p o r t r a i t  i s  c o h e r e n t  and co m p e llin g  
V h ile  Papus was a b le  to  comment s c a t h in g ly  on the dubious n a tu re  
o f  many o f  Huysmans' docu m en ts, in  t h is  ca se  the so u rce s  are 
p e r f e c t l y  re p u ta b le  and in  f a c t  e x p l i c i t l y  l i s t e d  in  the n o v e l 
( l , 3 4 ) • I n e v i t a b ly  p e rh a p s , Huysmans' a c co u n t  i s  in d e b te d  to  
th e  abbé B o s s a r d 's  b io g ra p h y  o f  1883 , a t  l e a s t  f o r  i t s  fa c t u a l  
in fo r m a t io n . ( 63 ) (He p r a is e s  th iB  work on 1 1 ,2 9 . )  However, 
the in t e r p r e t a t io n  im posed  on the f a c t s  i s  o r i g i n a l 1 Huysmans' 
in s i s t e n c e  on what he c a l l s  G i l l e s 's  'm y s t ic is m ' i s  n o t  found  in  
B ossard  o r ,  f o r  th a t  m a tte r , in  G eorges B a t a i l l e 's  more r e c e n t  
a cco u n t —  B a t a i l l e  s e e  G i l l e s  as a  'd é v o t  s u p e r s t i t i e u x ' ,  
em p h asis in g  the s o c i a l  ca u ses  o f  h is  c r im e s . (6 6 )  S im ila r ly ,  
Huysmans seems to  have in v e n te d  an e p is o d e  su ch  aB G i l l e s ' s  
d e l i r i o u s  v i s io n  in  the f o r e s t  ( c h a p te r  e le v e n )  f o r  h is  own 
p u rp o se s , as a n o te  in  the 'C a rn e t  v e r t '  i n d i c a t e s .  ( 67 )
N e v e r th e le s s , a  comment by B ossard  p r o v id e s  a u s e fu l  
op en in g  p e r s p e c t iv e  on Huysmans' G i l l e s  de B a is :
t o u t  dans sa  v i e  peu t se  résum er en c e s  deux mots
qu i l e  c a r a c t é r i s e n t ,  s p e c t a c le  e t  s e n s a t io n .  (6 8 )
As D urtal jo k in g ly  s a y s ,  ' l l  é t a i t  l e  Des E s s e in te s  du XVe 
s i è c l e ! '  ( 1 ,7 7 ) .  I t  may seem s t r a n g e , o r  even  presum ptuous, 
t o  redu ce  a r e a l - l i f e  mass m urderer to  the l e v e l  o f  a f i c t i o n a l
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c h a r a c t e r ;  but l ik e  d es E s s e in t e s ,  C i l l e s  i s  seen  as an a e s t h e t e ,  
a b i b l i o p h i l e  and man o f  c u ltu r e  in  an age when few  o f  h is  p e e rs  
were even  l i t e r a t e ,  spen d in g  h is  e n t i r e  fo r tu n e  in  e ig h t  y e a rs  on 
e x tra v a g a n t d is p la y s  (ch a p te r  f o u r ) ,  a dandy on a  grand s c a l e ,  
a b le  a t  the same tim e to  con d u ct h is  q u e s t  f o r  the a b s o lu te  in  
sp h eres  fo rb id d e n  t o  the n in e te e n th  ce n tu ry  w ith  i t s  m a t e r ia l i s t ,  
hum anitarian  c o n s id e r a t io n s .  G i l l e s  i s  a s u c c e s s fu l  r e a l i s a t i o n  
o f  des E s s e in t e s 's  f a i l u r e s :  w h ile  the l a t t e r  i s  d r iv e n  back from  
the extrem es o f  human e x p e r ie n ce  he s t r i v e s  to  a t t a in  by h is  m oral 
and p h y s ic a l  w ea k n esses, and by the p re s s u r e s  o f  h is  age w hich  
r e fu s e s  b o th  e x c e s s e s  o f  c r u e l t y  and p i e t y ,  G i l l e s  de R a is , a t  
one w ith  h is  tim e, where hum anitarian  in t e r e s t s  cou n t f o r  l i t t l e ,  
i s  in  a sen se  a b le  t o  e n jo y  the l im i t s  o f  good  and e v i l ,  o f  
s e l f - in d u lg e n c e  and d e g ra d a tio n .
One can u n derstan d  Huysmans' g l e e f u l  enthusiasm  f o r  t h is  
h o r r i f i c  f ig u r e  b e t t e r  i f  one k eeps t h is  c o n t r a s t  w ith  A reh ou rs  
in  m ind. V is i t in g  T i f fa u g e s  in  1889 , he w r it e s  ju b i la n t ly  to  
O d ilon  R edon :
Les ru in e s  de son  ch&teau s o n t  fo rm id a b le s  e t  chacune d es
o u b l ie t t e s  q u 'o n  o u v re , ren ferm e e n co re  l e s  ossem ents d es
e n fa n ts  q u ' i l  v i o l a i t  e t  e g o r g e a i t ,  en in voqu a n t l e  D ia b le ! ( 69)
There i s  c e r t a in ly  a  s a d is t i c  com p la isa n ce  in  the d e s c r ip t io n s  o f  
G i l l e s 's  a t r o c i t i e s  (w h ich  even a r e c e n t  b io g ra p h e r  p ru d en tly  
r e fu s e s  t o  d e s c r ib e )  ( 70 ) a l in g e r in g  on the a e s t h e t i c s  o f  
t o r tu r e  r a th e r  in  th e  fa s h io n  o f  M irb e a u 's  Le J a rd in  des s u p p lic e s  —  
when, f o r  in s t a n c e , G i l l e s  h o ld s  a m acabre beauty c o n te s t  w ith  
the d e c a p ita t e d  h ead s o f  h is  v i c t i m s ( l l ,1 5 )•  As C o lin  W ilson  
s u g g e s ts , in  an u n sym path etic assessm en t o f  L a-bas in  h is  
p o p u la r is in g  study The O c c u lt , th ere  i s  a  d is t u r b in g  la ck  o f
aw areness o f  human s u f f e r in g  in  such  d e s c r ip t io n s :
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One sen ses  a  cu r io u s  im m atu rity  in  H uysm ans's i n t e r e s t  in  
C i l le B ;  when he d e s c r ib e s  him d is e m b o w e llin g  c h i ld r e n  and 
m a stu rb a tin g  on t h e ir  i n t e s t i n e s ,  he i s  n o t  r e a l l y  aware 
o f  the h o r r o r  o f  the s u b je c t ;  i t  s t r ik e s  him as b iz a r r e ,  
f r e a k is h  and th e r e fo r e  f a s c i n a t i n g .  (7 1 )
But W ilson  f a i l s  t o  see  th a t  th is  c r u e l t y  i s  more than an
example o f  f i n - d e - s i e c l e  sad ism ; one o f  the main a t t r a c t i o n s  o f
the K id d le  Ages i s  p r e c i s e ly  the p e r i o d 's  'c h i l d i s h n e s s '  ( th e  age
i s  'p lu s  n a ï f  e t  m oins bête*  than m o d e rn ity , 1 1 , 2 54 ) ;  s u f f e r in g
need n o t  be seen  in  co m p lica te d  h u m an itarian  term s, b u t as p a r t
o f  a pure m eta p h y sica l s p e c t a c le .  Once G i l l e s 's  s o u l  i s  p u r i f i e d ,
h is  cr im es cou n t f o r  n o th in g ; he can  p ass  from  an extrem e o f  e v i l
to  good  and s in c e r e ly  e x p e c t ,  w ith o u t  p resu m p tion , t o  be r e c e iv e d
in t o  P a ra d ise  ( 1 1 ,1 4 4 ) .  As Max M iln e r  a rg u e s , (7 2 )  Huysmans
attem pts to  show th a t  e v i l  f o r  the C h r is t ia n  i s  a m y s t ic a l
ra th e r  than an e t h i c a l  c o n c e p t ; s in  i s  n o t  the i n f r a c t i o n  o f  a
law , but the r e fu s a l  o f  l o v e ,  o f  God o r  o f  o n e 's  n e ig h b o u r .
N e v e r th e le s s , one can n ot h e lp  f e e l i n g  th a t  su ch  a ttem pts
a t  d em on stra tin g  t h e o lo g ic a l  p o in ts  tend  to  be somewhat o n e -s id e d .
A re a d e r  who f a i l s  to  share the extrem e 'C a t h o l i c '  v ie w p o in t
d is p la y e d  in  the treatm en t o f  G i l l e s  de R a is  can p ro p o se  a
ra th e r  d i f f e r e n t  in t e r p r e t a t io n  o f  the e v id e n ce  p re s e n te d  in
La-baB . ( i n  t h is  c o n t e x t ,  one th in k s  t o o  o f  the m ocking r e d u c t io
ad absurdum o f  the C a th o l ic  n o t io n  o f  rep en ta n ce  in  'L e  J u i f  l a t i n ' ,
A p o l l i n a i r e 's  s t o r y  abou t a p e n ite n t  s a d is t  in  L 'H é ré s ia rq u e  e t  c i e . )
Throughout the n o v e l ,  in  the p r e s e n ta t io n  o f  G i l l e s  de R a is , (7 3 )
th ere  i s  an in s i s t e n c e  on h is  d u a l i t y ,  h is  'v o l t e -d '& m e ' ( 1 ,6 7 ) :
l e  p lu s  «a r t is te  e t  l e  p lu s  e x q u is ,  l e  p lu s  c r u e l  
e t  l e  p lu s  s c é l é r a t  d es  hommes, ( l , 3 4 )
d on t l'ftm e é t a i t
and h is  m y s t ic is m : 'un  homme s a tu r é e  d 'i d é e s  m ystiqu es*  ( 1 ,7 2 ) .
In  f a c t ,  h a v in g  d iv id e d  Mme C h an telou ve in t o  th ree  p a r ts  (a
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r e s p e c ta b le  s a lo n  la d y ,  a  sh am eless whore i n  b ed , a s a t a n is t ,
1 1 ,9 5 ) ,  D u rta l s im i la r ly  o b s e r v e s  th ree  s e p a r a te  c h a r a c te r s  in
C il le s *  a  p io u s  s o ld i e r }  an 'a r t i s t e  r a f f i n e  e t  c r i m i n e l ' ;  a
fe r v e n t  p e n it e n t  ( 1 1 ,9 6 ) .  Y et t h i s  a n a ly s is  i s  u n co n v in c in g .
I t  may seem od d , f o r  exa m p le , th a t  Huysmans, whose h o s t i l i t y
to  the army i s  e v id e n t  from  Sac au dos on w a rd s, sh ou ld  be w i l l i n g
to  g ra n t G i l l e s  h is  m i l i t a r y  g l o r y  (th ou gh  o f  co u rse  he i s  a
genuine w a r r io r ,  ra th e r  than a  r e lu c t a n t  c o n s c r i p t ) .  One c o u ld
argue th a t  G i l l e s  may w e l l  have a cq u ire d  h i s  ta s te  f o r  b lo o d  
in  b a t t l e
when i t  was le g it im is e d ^  D u rta l h im s e lf  p o in t s  o u t  the 
b r u t a l i t i e s  o f  the a ge , and G i l l e s 's  p en ch an t f o r  s t r in g in g  up 
renegades when he was a m i l i t a r y  commander ( 1 , 8 4 ) .  More s e r io u s  
o b je c t i o n s ,  how ever, can be made a g a in s t  th e  co n ce p t  o f  G i l l e s 's  
'm y s t i c i s m '.  Though th e re  seems l i t t l e  d o u b t  th a t he was g u i l t y  
o f  h is  cr im es  (even  i f  th e  p a r t is a n s  o f  th e  v iew  th a t  he was 
in n ocen t a p p a re n tly  in c lu d e d  V o l t a i r e ) ,  ( 7 4 )  n e v e r th e le s s  the 
ev id en ce  a g a in s t  G i l l e s  comes a lm o s t  e n t i r e l y  from  h is  own 
c o n fe s s io n  a t  h is  t r i a l .  W hile Huysmans makes th is  c o n fe s s io n  
the m ain stay  o f  h is  d e m o n stra t io n  o f  G i l l e s 's  t r a n s i t io n  from  
e v i l  to  g o o d , s a c r i le g e  t o  p i e t y ,  the r e a d e r  cannot h e lp  
o b se r v in g  a c o n t in u it y  in  the m a réch a l' s  b eh a v iou r*  the e x c e s s  
o f  h is  rem orse  m atches th e  e x c e s s  o f  h is  s a d i s t i c  f r e n z y ;  more 
s i n i s t e r l y ,  the a p p a l l in g ly  d e t a i le d  c o n fe s s io n  o f  h is  a t r o c i t i e s  
( a l l  the su bsequ en t a cco u n ts  a re  based on G i l l e s 's  own d e s c r ip t io n  
o f  h is  c r im e s , so  th a t he i s  t h e i r  author in  both s e n s e s )  e n a b le s  
him to  r e l i v e  them, e x ch a n g in g  the v o lu p tu o u sn e ss  o f  to r tu r e  f o r  
that o f  r e p e n ta n c e , and e n jo y in g  in  a d d it io n  the 's p e c t a c le  e t  
s e n s a t io n ' he p rod u ces b e fo r e  h is  dum bstruck a u d ie n ce . U n lik e  
Simone de B e a u v o ir 's  S a d e , G i l l e s  de B ais  i s  f i n a l l y  a b le  to  g a in
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p u b l ic  s a n c t io n  f o r  h is  p le a s u r e s  and d ie  in  g l o r y :  f o r  the M iddle 
A ges, good and e v i l  do seem to  b e  v i r t u a l l y  in te r c h a n g e a b le . (7 5 )
The c h a r a c t e r is a t io n  o f  C i l l e s  de R a is ,  th en , seems 
u lt im a te ly  te n d e n t io u s ! p s y c h o lo g y  i s  l e s s  im p ortan t than s p e c t a c le ,  
than a d e l i b e r a t e ly  sch em a tic  p r e s e n t a t io n  w hich makes a t h e o l o g ic a l  
d em on stration  o f  su p p osed ly  m e d ie v a l v i r t u e s  more im p ortan t than 
contem porary n o t io n s  o f  the r e l a t i v i t y  o r  c o n t in u it y  o f  human 
b e h a v io u r . Buysmans wants to  s e e  G i l l e s  in  terms o f  a b s o lu t e s ,  
n o t  as a s o c i a l  d e v ia n t  o r  p s y ch o p a th . N e v e r th e le s s , the p ic t u r e  
tends to  be more n o s t a lg i c  than t r u e :  L à-bas i s  a c t u a l ly  f a r  from  
r e j e c t i n g  the ’ s c i e n t i f i c *  n o t i o n s  o f  the modern w o r ld . Huysmans* 
p re s e n ta t io n  o f  good and e v i l ,  m o re o v e r , seems e s s e n t i a l l y  
c o n t r a d ic t o r y :  th ey  are b oth  th e  same —
du M ystic ism e e x a lt e  au S atan ism e e x a s p é ré , i l  n 'y  a
qu'un p a s .  Bans l 'a u - d e l à ,  t o u t  se touche (1 ,8 2 )  —
but a ls o  'au x  deux p S le s  o p p o sé s  de l '& m e ' ( 1 ,1 7 6 ) ,  and s t i l l  more 
i r r e v o c a b ly  op posed  to  ' l a  b o u r g e o i s i e  de l '& m e ' o f  the n in e te e n th  
cen tu ry  ( 1 ,1 8 8 ) .  The e x p la n a t io n  i s  th a t  Huysmans se e s  good  and 
e v i l  in  two d i f f e r e n t  l i g h t s :  a lo n g  the h o r iz o n t a l  a x i s ,  so  to  
spea k , they a re  a t  o p p o s it e  e n d s ;  but on the v e r t i c a l  a x is ,  
w hich s e p a ra te s  modern m e d io c r i t y  from  the m edieval 'a u - d e l à ' ,  
they m erge. N e v e r th e le s s ,  t h i s  p rod u ces  a c e r t a in  c o n fu s io n  
between good and e v i l  —  b oth  seem  to  depend on extrem es and 
e x c e s s  more than a n y th in g  e l s e .  T h is o u t lo o k  may seem p ro fo u n d ly  
a n t i-h u m a n ita r ia n  and i r r a t i o n a l ;  but th ere  i s  a ls o  an o p p o s in g , 
r a t i o n a l i s t  movement in  L à -b a s .
The c h a r a c t e r is a t io n  o f  Mme C h an te lou ve , the o th e r  main 
f ig u r e  in  the n o v e l a p a r t  from  B u rta l h im s e l f ,  may appear even 
more sch em a tic  o r  c a r i c a t u r a l  than  th a t  o f  C i l l e s  de R a is .  W ith
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h e r  sm ou lderin g  green  ey es  ( l l , 8 4 ) ,  h e r  s i n i s t e r  la u g h te r  ( 1 , 1 9 3 ) »  
h e r  c la im  to  be a b le  t o  p o ss e s s  B yron , B a u d e la ir e , N erva l and 
B urt a l  a t  w i l l  ( 1 ,2 4 6 ) ,  h er g h o u lis h  em brace (1 1 ,4 5 ) »  b e r  b o a s t  
th a t  she has d r iv e n  h er f i r s t  husband to  s u ic id e  ( 1 1 ,8 5 ) ,  she i s  
a fe a rso m e , g ro tesq u e  f i g u r e ,  c e r t a in l y  w orth y  o f  the F a ta l 
Women c h r o n ic le d  by M ario P ra z , (7 6 )  a  s h p -w o lf  as h e r  name w ith  
i t s  v a m p ir ica l u n derton es s u g g e s t s ,  b o th  e r o t i c a l l y  e n t i c i n g  and 
m o r a lly  r e p e l l e n t .  I f  G i l l e s  de B a is  i s  seen  as a f ig u r e  both  
m onstrous and g r a n d io s e , a b le ,  thanks t o  the s p i r i t  o f  the 
M id d le  A ges, to  o s c i l l a t e  betw een a b s o lu te s  o f  good and e v i l ,
Mme C bantelouve i s  c e r t a in ly  n o t  a modern e q u iv a le n t  o f  G i l l e s  
( t h i s  r o le  p ro b a b ly  f a l l s  to  B u rta l h im s e l f ,  though in  the 
p r e v a i l in g  c lim a te  o f  the n in e te e n th  c e n tu r y , h is  o c c u l t  
e x p e r ie n c e s  verge  on the absurd  o r  s o r d i d ) , bu t r a th e r  an 
in c a r n a t io n  o f  a l l  the a m b ig u it ie s  o f  f e m in in it y ,  d e s i r a b le  as 
a s o u rce  o f  m ystery (th e  e n t i c i n g  l e t t e r s )  and as a k ey  to  
m ystery  (th e  i n i t i a t o r  in t o  s a ta n is m ), y e t  a ls o  d om in a tin g  and 
d e s t r u c t i v e .
Huysmans h im s e lf  rem arks in  C e r ta in s  th a t  Woman i s  
t r a d i t i o n a l l y  an i n i t i a t i n g  f ig u r e  in  the b la ck  a r t s .  (7 7 )
A t the same tim e , in  a l l  Huysmans' w ork s , woman s e rv e s  as a 
b u f f e r  f o r  man a g a in s t  the w o r ld , as R . - P .  C o lin  c o r r e c t l y  
p o in t s  out<
La femme, mère e t  m a it r e s s e , e s t  l a  m e d ia tr ice
o b lig e e  e n tre  l e  monde e t  l u i .  (7 8 )
In  a  l e t t e r  to  G il  B ias apropos o f  a d eb a te  i n i t i a t e d  by 
S tr in d b e r g  on women's r o l e  in  s o c i e t y ,  Huysmans s ta te d  b lu n t ly  
t h a t  t h e ir  fu n c t io n  was to  p ro v id e  se x  and 'b o n s  s o i n s ' .  (7 9 )
T h is  a t t it u d e  i s  c l e a r l y  r e f l e c t e d  in  L a -b a s . A cco rd in g  to
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M arie-T h érèse  D rebs a y , in  an e x c e l l e n t  a n a ly s is  o f  the fu n c t io n  
o f  women in  L a -b a s t
l a  femme p eu t se  r é v é le r  bonne e t  u t i l e ,  s in on  n é c e s s a ir e ,  
jam ais EN SOI mais POUR^1 ' homme, l o r s q u 'e l l e  assume l a  
p a r t  m a t é r ie l le  p rop re  à  l'h u m a in  en l i e u  e t  p la c e  de 
l'hom m e, l o r s q u 'e l l e  aménage l 'u n i v e r s  du P le in  à l ' i n t e n t i o n  
d 'a s p i r a t io n s  q u 'e l l e  e s t  In ca p a b le  de p a r ta g e r . C 'e s t  
l e  ca s  exem p la ire  de Mme C arh a ix , q u i épargne au sonneur 
l e s  s e r v itu d e s  du m énage, e t  c e lu i  des p r o s t i t u é e s ,  ce s  
'v id a n g e u se s  d '& m e '. (8 0 )
'M isog yn y ' i s  e v id e n t ly  t o o  sw eep ing and vague a term to
d e s c r ib e  Huysmans' a t t i t u d e .  'L a  maman C a rh a ix ' i s  seen  in
p o s i t iv e  term s, but as D ressay  a p t ly  puts i t t
C 'e s t  en e f f e t  en ta n t  que bonne femme que Mme 
C arhaix  e s t  une femme bon n e. (8 1 )
Opposed to  Mme C a rh a ix , s e l f - e f f a c i n g  gu a rd ia n  o f  the h o u se h o ld ,
unable and u n w il l in g  to  p a r t i c ip a t e  in  the m e n fo lk 's  e r u d it e
d is c u s s io n s ,  i s  the s t r id e n t  H yacin the C h a n te lou ve , d e s tr o y e r
o f  the h ou seh o ld  (h e r  f i r s t  husband has k i l l e d  h im s e l f ,  h er
secon d  i s  a co m p la isa n t c u c k o ld ) ,  an a g g r e s s o r  b oth  s e x u a l ly
and in  the o c c u l t  dom ain. One f e e l s  th a t  i f  D u r t a l 's  b ru ta l
ru ptu re  w ith  h er  im m edia te ly  a f t e r  the B lack  Mass seems p r o o f  o f
a q u ite  u n scru p u lou s  in g r a t it u d e  —  she has se rv e d  h er purpose
and so  he r e j e c t s  h er —  in  a s e n s e , a l l  the same, he has l i t t l e
c h o ic e :  Mme C hantelouve has in f r in g e d  the r o l e  r e s e r v e d  f o r
women in  Huysmans' n o v e ls  and thus ca n n ot be t o l e r a t e d .
Perhaps b ecau se  the a m bigu ity  o f  D u r t a l 's  r e la t i o n s  w ith
Mme C hantelouve i s  r e la t e d  to  the id e a  o f  'n a tu ra lis m e  s p i r i t u a l i s t e ' ,
o r  more p r e c i s e l y ,  to  a w hole  s e r ie s  o f  a m biva len t m o t ifs
running through L a-bas w hich  th is  s lo g a n  r a th e r  v a g u e ly  e n ca p s u la te s
—  the f l e s h  and the s p i r i t ,  s c e p t ic is m  and m ystery , s c ie n c e
and the s u p e r n a tu ra l , im a g in a t io n  and r e a l i t y ,  d e s ir e  and
d is g u s t  —  th is  ch a r a c te r  e v e n t u a lly  becom es more than a
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c a s t r a t in g  femme f a t a l e . The bedroom  s ce n e s «  w h ich  com bine a 
p o ig n a n t m elan ch oly  a t  the f a i l u r e  o f  l o v e  o r  d e s i r e  w ith  a 
g r a t in g ,  d e r i s iv e  c y n ic is m , c e r t a in ly  r e v e a l  a h o r r o r  o f  an 
e m a scu la tin g  fem ale  s e x u a l i t y ,  as S u r ta l  r e c o i l s  fro m  ' ce s  yeux 
s u lfu r e u x , c e t t e  bouche s p o l i a t r i c e ,  t e r r i b l e '  ( 1 1 ,6 4 )  ( f o l l o w in g  
a d i s c r e e t  r e fe r e n c e  t o  f e l l a t i o ,  1 1 ,6 2 ) .  Mme C h a n te lo u v e ' s 
s e x u a l v o r a c i t y  i s  p a r t  o f  h er  sa ta n ism : she v i o l a t e s  both  
D u rta l and the H ost a f t e r  th e  B lack  H a ss . In  En r o u t e , the 
p r o s t i t u t e  Fernande ap p ears  q u it e  s im p ly  as a d i a b o l i c a l  
te m p tre ss : the s o c i a l ,  e m o tio n a l in v e s t ig a t io n  o f  the p r o s t i t u t e 's  
c o n d it io n  o f  Marthe i s  f o r g o t t e n  f o r  a  v iew  w hich  makes p u rveyors  
o f  se x  a gen ts  o f  S a ta n . But t h is  b iz a r r e  s im p l i f i c a t i o n  i s  n o t  
found  in  L a -b a s . D u r t a l 's  s e x u a l in a d equ acy  (Mme C hantelouve 
f i n a l l y  in form s him , c u t t i n g l y ,  'mon c o e u r  gante p lu s  g r a n d ',
I I , 206 ) stem s from  the a l i e n a t io n  o f  ' s p i r i t '  and ' f l e s h ' ,  o r  
se n se s  and s o u l ,  w h ich  i s  p re se n te d  from  the d is c u s s io n  in  the 
f i r s t  ch a p te r  onwards ( th e  new n a tu r a lis m , r a th e r  than a c h ie v in g  
a s y n th e s is  w hich seem s p u r e ly  u to p ia n , more p ro b a b ly  s t r i v e s  to  
e x p re s s  the terms o f  t h is  a l i e n a t i o n ,  w hich  in c lu d e s  a d i s s a t i s ­
f a c t i o n  w ith  a way o f  w r i t in g  w hich  i t s e l f  f a l l s  s h o r t  o f  the 
a b s o lu t e ) .  The r e s t  o f  the n o v e l ,  l i k e  th is  c h a p t e r ,  p re s e n ts  
th ese  two h a lv e s  o f  man as b e in g  su n d e re d . One sh o u ld  em phasise 
t h is  d is u n it y :  Huysmans' te rm in o lo g y  i n s i s t s  on s e p a r a t io n  and 
d u a l i t y ,  so  th a t  the d e s i r e  f o r  un ion  p e r fo r c e  rem ains on the 
l e v e l  o f  h y p o t h e t ic a l  a s p ir a t io n  and n o s t a lg ia  —  be i t  in  terms 
o f  a th e o ry  o f  the n o v e l  o r  h i s t o r y .
In  M .-T . D r e s s a y 's  v ie w , in  L a -b a s  man r e p r e s e n ts  the 
s p i r i t  and woman the f l e s h :
C 'e s t  p ou rq u o i D u rta l se se n t s i  mal a l ' a i s e  fa c e  a une
femme, —— p a rce  q u 'e l l e  e s t  l a  p resen ce  de sa  propre
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r é a l i t é  s e n s i b l e ,  avec la q u e l l e  i l  te n d , in té r ie u re m e n t , 
à ro m çre . Le b e s o in  d 'am our s e x u e l q u ' i l  p e r ç o i t  b ie n , 
i l  l 'é p r o u v e  .comme un a p p é t i t  q u i c o n t r e d it  l ' i d é e  q u ' i l  
se f a i t  de lui-m êm e e t  qu i l 'a i g u i l l o n n e  sans r é p i t .  (8 2 )
In  o th e r  w ord s , D urtal a c t u a l ly  t r i e s  to  se p a ra te  the sensual
from  the s p i r i t u a l  w it h in  h im s e lf  (w h ich  c o n t r a d ic t s  the message
o f  the op en in g  ch a p te r  i f  one re a d s  i t  s im p ly  as a  m a n ifesto  f o r
'u n i t y ' ) ,  as one sees  from  h is  r e f l e c t i o n s  a t  the b eg in n in g  o f
ch a p te r  fo u r te e n  ( I I , 5 5 ) ,  o r  from  an e la b o r a te  metaphor
co n ce rn in g  s e x  and the p r o s t i t u t e ]
depu is d es  années ( . . . )  ( i l )  se  c o n t e n t a it  de mener l e  
d ég oû ta n t trou p ea u  de son  p éch é  dans des a b a t t o ir s  où 
l e s  b ou ch ères  d 'a m ou r l 'a sso m m a ie n t d 'u n  c o u p . . .  (1 ,1 4 9 )
T h is b iz a r r e  image s u g g e s ts  th a t  s e n s u a l i t y  can q u ite  l i t e r a l l y
be d r iv e n  o u t  o f  the s e l f ,  and in d eed  a n n ih ila t e d , d ra in e ^ w a y
by a p r o s t i t u t e .  (8 3 )  But D u r t a l 's  r e f l e c t i o n s  ( in  ch apter
fo u r t e e n , f o r  exam ple) e s s e n t i a l l y  e x p re ss  a r e g r e t  th a t th is
d iv i s i o n  i s  n o t  p o s s i b l e .  As des Herm ies s a r d o n ic a l ly  rem arks,
't o u t  amour de coeu r f i n i t  par l 'o r g a n e  q u i l u i  re sse m b le ' ( 1 1 ,3 6 )
—  the p e n is .  Sex i s  s y m b o lic a l ly  p re s e n t  everyw here» in  the
th r u s t in g  p is t o n s  o f  th e  fa c t o r y  ( 1 1 ,3 6 ) ,  o r  the p h a l l i c  trunks
and v a g in a l o r i f i c e s  o f  the f o r e s t  ( l l , 1 9 f f . ) ,  o r  the macabre
r i t u a l  o f  the B lack  M ass. U lt im a te ly  D u rta l yearns f o r  t o t a l
s e p a ra t io n  from  the c o r p o r e a l  ( e . g .  1 1 ,4 7 -4 8 ) ,  to  a t ta in  a s ta t e
o f  m y stic  r a p tu r e , b u t ,  p a ra d o x ica l as i t  may seem, e x p e cts  to
a ch ie v e  t h is  tra n scen d en ce  through a lo v e  a f f a i r  w ith  Mme
C h an telou vet
i l  en v e n a it  à c r o i r e ,  c o n tr e  to u te  e x p é r ie n c e , con tre  
to u t  bon se n s , q u 'a v e c  une femme p a ss ion n es  comme c e l l e -  
l à  s e m b la it  l ' ê t r e ,  i l  é p r o u v e r a it  des s e n sa t io n s  quasi 
surhum aines, d e s  d é te n te s  n eu ves! (1 ,1 4 9 -5 0 )
O f co u rse  he i s  d e c e iv e d  by the f l e s h  (a s  H yacinthe p r e d ic t s ,
' l a  r é a l i t é  tu e ra  l e  r ê v e ' ,  1,196) and l e f t  in  a s ta t e  o f
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d e s o la t e  d is c o n t in u i t y .
To co n c lu d e  t h is  d is c u s s io n  on c h a r a c t e r i s a t i o n ,  i t  becomes 
c le a r  th a t  the f ig u r e s  in  L a-bas a re  b e t t e r  seen  a s  v e h i c l e s  f o r  
c e r t a in  id e a s  and in v e s t ig a t io n s  than a s  p s y c h o lo g ic a l  s t u d ie s :
Mme C hantelouve and G i l l e s  de R a is  as in d iv id u a ls  v e r g e  on the 
m on strou s, des Herm ies i s  a u s e fu l  d e b a t in g  p a r t n e r , G ev in gey  a 
s u p p lie r  o f  o c c u l t  l o r e ,  and so  o n . Even D u r ta l , w hose adven tu res 
f i n a l l y  take up some 1 ,6 0 0  p a g e s , i s  a  d i f f u s e  f i g u r e .  W hile 
F o la n t in , Andre o r  des E s s e in te s  a re  endowed w ith  b io g r a p h ie s ,  
f a m i l i e s ,  C h r is t ia n  nam es, D u rta l (6 4 )  em erges a t  th e  age o f  f o r t y  
v i r t u a l l y  w ith o u t a h is t o r y  o r  b ackgrou n d , q u ite  e v id e n t ly  
Huysmans' window on the w o r ld . In  L a -baB . he i s  s e e n  o n ly  once 
as a p h y s ic a l  p re s e n c e , when he g lim p se s  h im s e lf  in  a m ir r o r , 
b r i e f l y  e n v ig o r a te d  by d e s ir e  f o r  H yacin th e ( 1 ,2 0 1 ) .  H is 
p e r s o n a l it y  dom inates the book so  much th a t  i t  v i r t u a l l y  
d i s s o lv e s :  he i s  l e s s  a 'c h a r a c te r *  than a m ind, w hose id e a s  
and e x p e r ie n ce s  w e  th o s e , n o t  o f  an in d iv id u a l ,  b u t  o f  the t e x t .  
The c o m p le x it ie s  and in c o n s i s t e n c ie s  o f  D u rta l a re  th ose  o f  
L a-bas i t s e l f .  I t  seems a p p r o p r ia t e , th e n , to  move from  
ch a ra c te r  to  c o n s id e r  the movement o f  id e a s  in  the n o v e l .
J u s t  as the f i r s t  ch a p te r  o f  the n o v e l i s  dom inated  by 
the d is c u s s io n  on n a tu r a lis m , fo l lo w e d  by D u r t a l 's  m onologue 
on the P r im it iv e s  and Griinewald and h is  r e v e r ie  on money, w ith  
l i t t l e  a p p aren t a ttem p t a t  d e l in e a t in g  c h a r a c t e r ,  o r  s e t t i n g  a 
s to r y  in  m o tio n , (8 5 )  s o  to o  c e r t a in  c r i t i c s  have com pla in ed  
th a t the n o v e l as a w hole i s  swamped by an e x c e s s  o f  id e a s ,  o r  
ra th e r  an i l l - d i g e s t e d  d ocu m en ta tion . The m ost v o c i f e r o u s  o f  
these com m entators i s  u n dou b ted ly  Leon B lo y , who by 1691 had
become an im p la ca b le  f o e  o f  the authors
Je ne c r o i s  pas que l ' i n c i r c o n c i s i o n  l i t t é r a i r e  a i t  
e n co re  a f f i c h é  un a u ss i fu r ie u x  dévergon dage d ' i n f o r ­
m ation s a n a rc h iq u e s .
C ette  oeu vre  e s t  un fa t r a s  in o u ï ,  une b a g a r r e , une 
b o u scu la d e ( un ç f l e -m d l e ,  un ca ta c ly sm e  de docu m en ts, 
ca r  l e  c é lé b r é  é c r iv a in  se  m a n ifeste  p lu s  que jam ais  
comme une c a t a r a c t e  du c i e l  d ocu m e n ta ire . (8 6 )
R ather i n c o n s i s t e n t ly ,  B loy  s im u lta n e o u s ly  a ccu sed  h is  form er
fr ie n d  o f  p la g ia r i s in g  m ost o f  h is  in fo rm a t io n  from  'L e  d iv u lg a t e u r
d 'A b B o lu ',  as he m o d e st ly  dubbed h im s e l f .  More r e c e n t  c r i t i c s  a re
d iv id e d : w h ile  T h ér iv e  c la im s  th a t  Huysmans' docu m en ta tion  i s
s u c c e s s fu l ly  in t e g r a t e d ,  R anters m a in ta in s  the o p p o s i t e ,  f o r
exam ple. (8 7 )
What i s  most s t r i k i n g l y  ob v io u s  in  L a -b a s . i t  i s  t r u e ,  i s
a penchant n o t  o n ly  f o r  f a c t s  p e r ta in in g  to  the more r e c o n d it e
and bawdy a s p e c ts  o f  m agic and r e l i g i o n  ( a  eunuch may be o rd a in e d
a p r i e s t ,  so  lo n g  as he c a r r ie s  h is  m u t ila te d  p a r ts  a bou t h is
person  in  pow der, we le a r n  ( 1 ,1 5 7 ) ;  an in cu bu s has a  b i f u r c a t i n g
p en is  w h ich  'au  m8me moment, p én ètre  dans l e s  deux v a s e s ' ( 1 , 2 2 6 ) ) ,
f a c t s  u s u a lly  t r e a te d  hum orously ( j u s t  as in  A re b o u rs  we a re  t o ld
th a t l e t t u c e s  can be u sed  to  t e s t  a g i r l ' s  v i r g i n i t y  ( p . 2 5 2 ) ) ,
but a ls o  f o r  a f r e n z ie d  c r u e lt y  w hich demands more s e r io u s
c o n s id e r a t io n .  As P ie r r e  Cogny p o in ts  o u t ,  th ere  a re  a c t u a l l y
two s p e c t a c le s  o f  h o r r o r  in  L à -b a s s the a t r o c i t i e s  C i l l e s  de
R ais  i n f l i c t s  on h is  v ic t im s  are  matched by the agony endured
by the e x p ia to r y  v i c t i m ,  G rünew ald 's C h r is t .  (8 8 )  W hether, a s
Cogny c la im s , one i l l u s t r a t e s  ' l a  m ystique b la n c h e ' and the o t h e r
' l a  m ystiqu e n o i r e ' ,  o r  n o t ,  the i n i t i a l  im p ress ion  made on th e
d is p la y
rea d er  in  each  ca se  i s  i d e n t i c a l :  an an g u ish ed ^ of p h y s ic a l  
torm en t, d e s c r ib e d  in  co m p la isa n t d e t a i l .  The h id eou s  C h r is t  
o f  the f i r s t  ch a p te r  has been redu ced  to  the s ta t e  o f  a
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p u tre s ce n t  p ie c e  o f  m eat:
L 'h eu re  des s a n ie s  é t a i t  v e n u e ; l a  p la ie  f l u v i a l e  du f la n c  
r u i s s e l a i t  p lu s  é p a is s e ,  in o n d a i t  l a  hanche d 'u n  sang 
p a r e i l  au ju s  fo n c é  des m ûres; d es  s é r o s i t é s  r o s & tre s , 
d es  p e t i t s - l a i t s ,  d es  eaux s e m b la b le s  à des v in s  de M o s e lle  
g r i s ,  s u in t a ie n t  de l a  p o i t r i n e . . .  ( 1 ,1 5 )
The c u lin a r y  im ages in  p a r t ic u la r  ( b l o o d  as b la ck b e rry  j u i c e ,
pus as whey o r  M o s e lle )  make th is  s p e c t a c l e  o f  a  C h r is t  c r u c i f i e d
l ik e  ' l e  b o e u f é c o r c h é ' l o v in g ly  d e s c r ib e d  in  the e a r ly  p rose
poem 'C la u d in e ' f a r  more d is t u r b in g  than  ch anoine D o c r e 's
in t e n t io n a l ly  b lasphem ous, l e e r in g  i t h y p h a l l i c  C h r is t  w hich
p re s id e s  o v e r  the B lack  M ass. Y et t h i s  passage i s  m eant, n o t
as d ecaden t b lasphem y, b u t as a d e m o n stra t io n  o f  the in t e g r a t io n
o f  s p i r i t  and f l e s h ,  o f  the v a l i d i t y  o f  the P assion  and
I n c a r n a t io n .
I t  has a lr e a d y  been su g g e s te d  th a t  Huy8mans can o n ly  see
the 'a u - d e là ' in  terms o f  extrem es and  e x c e s s :  in t e n s i t y  o f  good
and in t e n s i t y  o f  e v i l  a re  b a re ly  d is t in g u is h a b le  —  what cou n ts
i s  in t e n s i t y .  T h is  n o t io n  i s  common enough among a u th ors  who
s u b s cr ib e  to  a  d eca den t C a t h o l ic is m ; one th in k s  o f  B a u d e la ir e 's
'E n fe r  ou C i e l ,  q u 'im p o r t e ? ',  o r  B a rb ey  d 'A u r e v i l ly :
l ' e n f e r ,  c ' e s t  l e  c i e l  en c r e u x .  Le mot d ia b o l iq u e  ou 
d i v i n , a p p liq u é  à l ' i n t e n s i t é  d e s  jo u is s a n c e s ,  exprim e 
l a  mdme c h o s e , c 'e B t - à - d i r e  d e s  s e n sa t io n s  qu i v on t 
ju s q u 'a u  s u r n a t u r e l .  (8 9 )
Both G rünew ald's  C h r is t  and G i l l e s  d e  R a i s 's  cr im es  c e r t a in ly  
show extrem es o f  s e n s a t io n , and b o th  seek  to  e n a ct  a m y s t ica l 
tra n sm u ta tion . W hile C h r is t  assum es the s in s  o f  the w o r ld ,
G i l l e s  de R a is  to o  a ppears as more them a demented t o r t u r e r :  
h av in g  s o u g h t , and f a i l e d  to  f i n d ,  th e  p h i lo s o p h e r 's  s to n e , the 
key to  the u n iv e rs e  ( e . g .  1 , 1 3 4 ) ,  he c a r r ie s  ou t h is  murders in  
p a r t  as an a ttem p t to  make c o n t a c t  w ith  S atan , o f f e r in g  human 
s a c r i f i c e s  to  the s p i r i t  o f  e v i l ,  h i s  fre n z y  e v e r  in c r e a s in g  as
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th ese  exp erim en ts  again  f a i l  t o  p rod u ce  su p e rn a tu ra l m a n ife s ta t io n s  
( e . g .  1 1 ,7 - 8 ) .  But whereas the 'd i a b o l i c a l '  a s p e c t s  o f  the 
'a u - d e l à '  are tr e a te d  w ith  a  c e r t a in  a m bigu ity  in  the ca se  o f  
G i l l e s  de R a is  ( G i l l e s  may be p o s s e s s e d  u n w it t in g ly  by the D e v il 
(1 ,1 7 4 )*  i f  th is  n o t io n  seems in  one sen se  a throw back to  m edieval 
s u p e r s t i t i o n ,  in  a n oth er , w ith  the id e a  o f . the in t e r n a l i s a t i o n  o f  
e v i l ,  th e  c o n t r o l  o f  behaviou r by u n co n s c io u s  f o r c e s ,  i t  lo o k s  
fo rw a rd  to  F re u d ), (9 0 )  the t r a n s f ig u r a t io n  o f  G rU new ald 's 
C h r is t  i s  s ta te d  w ith  a d ir e c t n e s s  w h ich  i t  i s  hard to  come to  
terms w it h .
Huysmans i n s i s t s  r e l e n t l e s s ly  on the p h y s ic a l  agony and
r e p u ls iv e n e s s ,  and a ls o  the m oral ign om in y  o f  the C h r is t  in
G rU new ald 's p a in t in g  ( 'c r e v e r  a in s i  q u 'u n  b a n d it , a in s i  qu 'u n
c h i e n ' ,  1 ,1 8 ) .  (C e r ta in  a r t  c r i t i c s  a p p a re n tly  r e j e c t  G rü new ald 's
work p r e c i s e ly  because o f  t h is  c a r i c a t u r a l  a b je c t n e s s . )  ( 9 1 )
What s t r i k e s  D urtal when he f i r s t  c r i e s  w ith  aston ish m en t on
s e e in g  the p a in t in g  in  the museum a t  C asB el (9 2 )  i s  i t s
h e ig h te n e d , b lo o d cu rd lin g  r e a lis m  ('G rü n ew a ld  é t a i t  l e  p lu s
f o r c e n é  des r é a l i s t e s ' ,  1 ,1 8 ) ,  w hich  makes the tra n s fo rm a t io n
and r e v e la t i o n  o f  the s p i r i t u a l ,  o f  the 'c é l e s t e  S u p e re sse n ce '
( l « 1 9 ) ,  a l l  the more s t a r t l in g .
Dans c e t t e  t o i l e ,  se r é v é l a i t  l e  c h e f -d 'o e u v r e  de l ' a r t  
a c c u lé ,  sommé de ren d re  l ' i n v i s i b l e  e t  l e  t a n g ib le ,  de 
m a n ife s te r  l 'im m on d ice  é p lo r é e  du c o r p s ,  de su b lim er l a  
d é t r e s s e  i n f i n i e  de l '& m e . ( 1 ,1 9 )  (9 3 )
The i n v i s i b l e ,  by d e f i n i t i o n ,  can o n ly  be ren d ered  s y m b o l ic a l ly ;
y e t  Huysmans' tra n sform a tion  seems t o  be meant l i t e r a l l y *  the
i n v i s i b l e  and the ta n g ib le  e x i s t  on e q u a l term s; i t  i s  as though
the b o d y , when d r iv e n  to  i t s  l i m i t s ,  q u it e  l i t e r a l l y  f o r c e s  the
so u l t o  em erge, as though su bstan ce  when squ eezed  s u f f i c i e n t l y
/ p ro d u ce s  s p i r i t .  Thus i s  seen  in  a l l  the P r im it iv e s
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une tra n s fo rm a tio n  de l a  m a tière  d éten du e ou com prim ée( 
une échappée h ors des s e n s , su r d ' i n f i n i s  l o i n t a i n s .  ( l , 1 3 )
This p r o c e s s  seems c lo s e  to  C i l l e s  de B a i s 's  a lc h e m ic a l i n v e s t i g ­
a t io n s , h is  p ro b in g  and t o r t u r in g  o f  m a tte r .
G i l l e s  de H a is 's  m urders a re  f i r s t  m o tiv a te d  by an in s a t ia b l e  
urge to  ren d  human f l e s h  ( ' s e  s e n ta n t en a p p é t i t ,  l e  M aréchal 
(ré c la m a ) son  sou per c h a r n e l ',  1 1 ,1 2 ) .  But h is  a t r o c i t i e s  a re  
soon seen  in  a e s t h e t i c  terms (d e c a p it a t e d  heads l in e d  up in  a 
macabre b eau ty  c o n t e s t ,  I I , 1 5 )»  are 's p i r i t u a l i s e d '  ( 1 1 ,1 6 ) .
Y et th ese  paroxysm s o f  c r u e lt y  s t i l l  le a d  n ow h ere . He i s  duped 
by S atan : ' l l  h a l e t a i t ,  i n s a t ia b l e ,  d evan t l é  v i d e . . . '  ( I I , 1 7 ) .
The s p e c t a c le  o f  c r u e l t y  o f f e r e d  by Grünewald seems then t o  be 
the r e v e r s e  o f  G i l l e s 's  e x p e r ie n c e : the c r u c i f i x i o n  c la im s  to  
o f f e r  b oth  a m y stic  r e v e la t io n  and a ls o  a  p o t e n t ia l  a e s t h e t i c  
model —  show ing how body and s p i r i t  can be fu s e d , r e a lis m  
p reserv ed  and tra n sce n d e d . • S u f fe r in g ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  has to  be 
f r e e l y  a c ce p te d  by the e x p ia t o r y  v ic t im  t o  have a p o s i t i v e  
s p i r i t u a l  v a lu e ; thus G i l l e s  h im s e l f ,  a f t e r  h is  re p e n ta n c e , 
can a ls o  be p resen ted  as a s o r t  o f  m y s t ic .  In  o th e r  w ord s , 
the tra n s fo rm a t io n  w hich D u rta l sees  e n a cte d  in  G rünew ald 's  
p a in t in g  depends n o t  on a r t ,  but an a c t  o f  f a i t h  —  an a c t  o f  
f a i t h  n o t  s im p ly  on the p a r t  o f  the p a r t ic ip a n t s  in  the P a ss io n  
who are d e p ic t e d ,  but a l s o ,  one may f e e l ,  on the p a r t  o f  the 
rea d er  o f  L a -b a s . The p re s e n ta t io n  o f  the c r u c i f i x i o n  o n ly  
r e a l ly  a ch ie v e s  i t s  e f f e c t  i f  one a c c e p ts  the r e l i g i o u s  
d o c t r in e s  i t  em bod ies . S u re ly  G i l l e s 's  e x p e r ie n c e  d oes show 
th at m a tter a lo n e , how ever much i t  i s  'c o m p r im é e ',  p rod u ces  
n o th in g : m ystic ism  in  f a c t  stem s from  an a cce p ta n ce  o f  C h r is t ia n  
m ystery , n o t  from  any form  o f  n a tu ra lis m .
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G i l l e s  de R a i s 's  e x c e s s e s  a re  a f i n a l ,  extrem e statem en t 
o f  the e x p lo r a t io n  o f  the m a te r ia l  w o r ld  —  the w o r ld  l i t e r a l l y  
red u ced  to  'm a t e r i a l '  as the o g r e 's  p rey  —  whioh form s the b a s is  
o f  n a tu ra lis m . G i l l e s  devou rs and su n d ers the w o r ld  by r e d u c in g  
h is  v ic t im s  to  o b je c t s  ( f o r  s e x u a l o r  a e s t h e t i c  p le a s u r e ) ;  but 
h is  d e s t r u c t io n  o f  human 'm a t e r i a l '  i s  a t  the same tim e a q u est 
f o r  s p i r i t ,  f o r  a  means o f  e s c a p e ,  v i a  God o r  S a ta n . Be 
e x e m p lif ie s  the paradox o f  the s a d i s t i c  t o r t u r e r ,  a s  d e fin e d  by 
Simone de B e a u v o ir , (9 4 )  who, in  an a ttem p t to  p e n e t r a te  the 
s u b je c t i v i t y  o f  h is  v i c t im s ,  r e d u ce s  them to  o b j e c t s ,  thus 
a p p a ren tly  c a n c e l l in g  o u t  h is  own in t e n t io n s .  F u rth erm ore , 
w h ile  Satan rem ains a b s e n t , the w or ld  G i l l e s  t r i e s  to  l iq u id a t e  
f i n a l l y  overwhelm s him in  h is  h a l lu c in a t o r y  v i s i o n s  in  the f o r e s t  
o f  T if fa u g e s  (c h a p t e r  e le v e n )  —  v i s i o n s  w hich ta k e  up the s u c c e s s io n  
from  the n igh tm ares in  A re b o u rs  and En r a d e . s i n c e ,  once a g a in , 
the ch a ra c te r  i s  a s s a i le d  by a n a tu re  p resen ted  i n  the form  o f  
obscen e s e x u a l i t y  (th e  p h a l l i c ,  v a g in a l  shapes o f  the t r e e s ,  
the sw o llen  b r e a s ts  and b u t to ck s  o f  the c l o u d s ) ,  a  s e x u a l it y  
w hich i s  h id e o u s ly  d is e a s e d  ( 'u n e  m a la d re r ie  de l a  t e r r e ,  une 
c l in iq u e  v e n e r ie n n e  d 'a r b r e s ' ,  1 1 ,2 1 ) .
G i l l e s  de R a is  f a i l s  in  h i s  e n t e r p r is e  to  co n q u e r  the 
goods o f  th is  w or ld  (th e  p h i l o s o p h e r 's  s ton e  w h ich  he seek s n o t  
o n ly  transm utes base m e ta ls , th u s  g r a n t in g  e n d le s s  r i c h e s ,  but 
cu res  a l l  i l l s ,  g iv in g  e te r n a l  l i f e ,  1 ,1 3 4 )«  S a tan  i s  the e v i l  
f o r c e  behind the m a te r ia l w or ld  ( i n  ch a p te r  one i t  1b su ggested  
th a t money o r  c a p i t a l ,  the m o t iv a t in g  f o r c e s  o f  th e  modern w o r ld , 
are the work o f  the D e v i l ) ,  b u t he rem ains e n t i c i n g ly  e lu s iv e  —  
m y s te r io u s ly  b e a t in g  two o f  the M a rs h a l's  a s s o c ia t e s  ( 1 ,1 3 1 -3 2 ) ,  
bu t r e fu s in g  t o  appear to  G i l l e s .  In  f a c t ,  as Max M iln er a rg u e s .
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Satan i s  n o t  s im p ly  a b s e n t  in  p e rs o n , b u t  an a bssn ce  in  L a -ba s  »
la c k  o f  lo v e  o r  com passion  (h en ce  G i l l e s 's  u n im agin ab le  c r u e l t y ) ,
an in t a n g ib le  f o r c e  w h ich  p o s s e s s e s  G i l l e s  w ith o u t h is  know ledge
o r  even  m an ipu lates th e  econom y o f  c a p i t a l i s t  s o c i e t y . . . .  ( 9 5 )
A t the same tim e , h ow ev er , one n o te s  a  s im i la r  absence o f
p o s i t i v e  f o r c e s  f o r  g o o d  in  L a -b a s t Huysmans' C h r is t  does n o t
appear as a g lo r io u s  S a v io u r , en h an cin g  mankind through the power
o f  h is  c h a r i t y ,  but as a  d eg ra d ed , r e j e c t e d  f i g u r e ,  p h y s ic a l ly
d e f i l e d  by ta k in g  on th e  s in s  o f  the w o r ld . One m ight w e ll  argue
th a t the ' s p i r i t u a l '  p la n e  as a w hole e x i s t s  as an absence in
L a -b a s : what i s  c o n s t a n t ly  p re se n te d  amounts to  a s e r ie s  o f
h ig h ly  p h y s ica l  s p e c t a c le s  —  the torm en ts o f  the c r u c i f i x i o n ,
the r o l l - c a l l  o f  G i l l e s  de R a i s 's  c r im e s , the h y s t e r i c a l
erotom an ia  o f  the B la ck  H ass, a l l  p re se n te d  in  lu r id  sen su a l
d e t a i l .  In  M iln e r 's  v ie w , the n o v e l e x p re s s e s
l 'a n g o i s s e  d 'u n  manque fon d a m en ta l, l a  c o n v ic t io n  que s i  
l a  l i t t é r a t u r e  manque l e  r é e l ,  c ' e s t  p a rce  que l e  r é e l  
( . . . )  ne peut 6 t r e  p ré s e n t  dans l a  l i t t é r a t u r e  e t  dans 
l ' a r t  en g é n é ra l que comme manque. ( 98)
As has a lre a d y  been  o b s e r v e d , the o b je c t s  o f  Huysmans'
n a t u r a l i s t  w orld  are th e  o p p o s it e  o f  ' r e a l '  u sed  in  th is  s e n s e :
s te a k s  turn  ou t to  be ' i l l u s o r y '  under the f o r k ,  and in  A v a u -1 1eau
the a d u lte r a t io n  o f  f o o d  m e ta p h o r ic a l ly  su g g e s ts  a u n iv e rs a l l o s s
o f  v a lu e s  —  't o u t  f i c h e  l e  ca m p ', e v e r y th in g  c o l la p s e s  when
p ro b e d . In  L a -b a s . n o rm a lly  the r e a l  i s  e i t h e r  flaw ed  (and thus
u n r e a l)  o r  u n a tta in a b le  —  as the t i t l e  i t s e l f  in d i c a t e s .  What
i s  m ost r e a l  in  L a -bas ( i n  o th e r  w ord s , what o f f e r s  the m ost
a u th e n t ic  sou rce  o f  v a lu e )  i s  o f t e n  what i s  m ost removed from
the r e a l i t y  o f  ev ery d a y  e x p e r ie n c e .  Thus a ' r e a l '  lo v e  a f f a i r
w ould be f r e e  from  a l l  s e n su a l c o n t a c t ,  a c c o r d in g  to  D u rta l:
I l  n 'y  a que c e s  amours r é e l l e s  e t  in t a n g ib le s ,  ces  amours 
f a i t e s  de m é la n c o l ie s  é lo ig n é e s  e t  de r e g r e t s  qui v a le n t !  ( I I ,
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C o n sta n tly , in  f a c t ,  he p r e fe r s  im ag in ary  e x p e r ie n c e  to  the 
a c t u a l i t y  o f  h is  day and age (w hose in e s c a p a b le  p re se n ce  o f  
co u rse  p r e v a i ls  w ith  the c r i e s  o f  the e l e c t i o n e e r i n g  mob a t  the 
end o f  the n o v e l ) .  He app roach es b o th  G i l l e s  de H ais and Mme 
C hantelouve through  w r it in g ,  v i c a r i o u s l y  e n jo y in g  G i l l e s 's  
e x p e r ie n ce  o f  e v i l  and becom ing in fa t u a t e d  w ith  h is  unknown 
co rre sp o n d e n t through  an exchange o f  l e t t e r s  when f i c t i t i o u s  
sen tim en ts become g e n u in e . V h ile  D u rta l seems a t  b e s t  i n d i f f e r e n t  
to  the r e a l ,  n o n -sy m b o lic  s u f f e r i n g  o f  G i l l e s 's  v i c t im s ,  he i s  
a b le  to  transm ute a p a in t in g  o f  the P a ss io n  in t o  a  m y s t ica l  
s tatem en t —  f o r  G rU new ald's m essage i s  p e r c e iv e d  through  o r  
ra th e r  c r e a te d  by an a e s t h e t i c  f i l t e r .  The p h y s ic a l  p resen ce  
o f  Mme C h an te lou ve , on the o th e r  hand, o r  p e rs o n a l p a r t i c ip a t io n  
in  a B lack M ass, are seen  as d e g ra d in g  and d is g u s t in g .  (9 7 )
Thus, p a ra d o x ica l as i t  may seem , in  the m a t e r ia l i s t  c o n te x t  o f  
n a tu ra lism , what i s  'a b s e n t ' i s  in  a sen se  f e l t  t o  be m ost r e a l  
—  be i t  the M iddle Ages as op posed  to  m o d e rn ity , id e a l i s e d  l o v e  
as opposed  to  se x u a l c o n g r e s s , o r ,  in  G rtinew ald 's  p a in t in g , the 
p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  redem ption  beyond a f r e n z ie d  image o f  d e g r a d a t io n .
But m ystery rem ains more im p o rta n t than tru e  m ystic ism  in  
L a -b a s . That i s  to  s a y , the n o v e l  r e a ch e s  o u t  tow ards these 
a bsen t f o r c e s  w ith o u t r e a l l y  g r a s p in g  them . The c i r c u l a r i t y  o f  
the p lo t  —  D u rta l b e g in s  and ends on the book  s ta n d in g  on the 
th re sh o ld  o f  C a th o lic is m  —  i s  m atched by a  c o n s ta n t  o s c i l l a t i o n  
between a b ru ta l summing-up o f  the f a i l i n g s  o f  the n in e te e n th  
cen tu ry  and a p ro b in g  o f  m ystery , where the tone ra n ges  from  
humorous s c e p t ic is m  to  a n a iv e ty  w hich  i s  p ro b a b ly  i n t e n t io n a l .
I t  i s  im portan t to  r e a l i s e  th a t  Huysmans d o e s  n o t  r e j e c t  n a tu ra lis m , 
p o s it iv is m  o r  r a t io n a l is m  in  L a -b a s . In  h is  famous l e t t e r  to  the
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e x -a b b é  B ou llan  o f  7 F ebru ary  1890, where he a t a te s t
j e  s u is  la s  des t h é o r ie s  de mon ami Z o la ,  d on t l e  p o s i t iv is m e  
a b so lu  me d é g o û te . Je ne s u is  pas m oins l a s  d es  systèm es de 
C h a rco t , q u i a v o u lu  dém ontrer que l a  d é m o n ia li t é  é t a i t  une 
re n g a in e , q u e , l u i ,  d é v e lo p p a it  ou m a ta it ,  en p r e s s a n t  su r  
l e s  o v a ir e s ,  l e  sa tan ism e des femmes t r a i t é e s  a  l a  S a l p ê t r i è r e » (9 8 )
h is  a c tu a l p r o j e c t  i s  to  'c o n fo n d r e  to u s  c e s  g e n s ' —  p o s i t i v i s t s
and o c c u l t i s t s  a l ik e  —  by u n it in g  t h e i r  r e s p e c t iv e  v ie w p o in ts  in
a 'n a tu ra lis m e  s p i r i t u a l i s t e ' .  N atu ra lism  a lo n e  i s  in a d e q u a te , a s
the f i r s t  ch a p te r  o f  L a -ba s  r e p e a t s .  But 's p i r i t u a l i s m e ' iB  n e v e r
f u l l y  r e a l i s e d :  the p r o t a g o n is t  a p p roa ch es  the 'u n k n ow n ', b e g in s  to
in v e s t ig a t e  i t ,  and r e t r e a t s  w ith o u t  a s a t i s f a c t o r y  an sw er. T h is
p a tte rn  becom es e x tre m e ly  common in  a l l  the l a t e r  n o v e ls  as w e l l  as
L a -b a s . s p r in g in g  from  a h e s i t a t i o n ,  a d e s ir e  t o  r e c o n c i l e  r a t i o n a l
e x p la n a t io n  o f  the w orld  w ith  what i s  o n ly  'e x p l i c a b l e '  through
an a c t  o f  f a i t h :  the r e s u l t  i s  a c o n t in u a l  c i r c l i n g  round the
s u p e rn a tu ra l, a 'r a b â c h a g e ' o f  the same p rob lem . (9 9 )
This c i r c u l a r i t y  o r  r e p e t i t iv e n e s s  h e lp s  e x p la in  some o f  th e
a p p a re n tly  c o n t r a d ic t o r y  a t t i t u d e s  p r e s e n t  in  L a -b a s . Huysmans
h im s e lf  has been c r i t i c i s e d  o f t e n  enough f o r  h is  supposed
g u l l i b i l i t y  r e g a r d in g  the su p e rn a tu ra l and the n e fa r io u s  B o u lla n ,
who su p p lie d  him w ith  much o f  h is  d o cu m e n ta tio n . (1 0 0 )  C e r t a in ly
contem porary a c c o u n ts , su ch  as th a t  o f  a séan ce  a t  the a u t h o r 's
f l a t  in  1892 (1 0 1 )  o r  o f  h is  f a i t h  in  'p â te  à e x o r c is m e ' when he
th ou gh t he was under a t t a c k  from  e v i l  s p i r i t s  s e n t  o u t  by the
R o s ic r u c ia n s , (1 0 2 )  tend  to  p la y  up Huysmans' c r e d u l i t y  in  a
b u rlesq u e  fa s h io n .  In  L a -b a s  i t s e l f ,  how ever, t h is  p r e o c c u p a t io n
w ith  m ystery can v e rg e  on what seems d e l ib e r a t e  m y s t i f i c a t i o n .
Are we m eant, f o r  in s t a n c e ,  to  take D u r t a l 's  d i s q u i s i t i o n  on
money in  ch a p te r  one s e r i o u s l y ,  when he t r i e s  t o  dem on strate
th a t  f o l lo w in g  'u ne l o i  o rg a n iq u e  a t r o c e '  ( 1 , 2 3 ) i t  i s  c o n t r o l l e d
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by the D e v il?  One m igh t a l t e r n a t i v e l y  see  th is  passage as s o c i a l
s a t i r e ,  c o m ic a l ly  r e v e r s in g  cause and e f f e c t :  money i s  made in t o
an a c t i v e ,  d ia b o l i c a l  a gen cy  in  o r d e r  to  e x p la in , o r  r a th e r
em ph asise, m en 's m erce n a r in e ss  and basen ess when g iven  f in a n c ia l
pow er. N e v e r th e le s s , the cu m u la t iv e  e f f e c t  o f  L a-bas i s  to  c r e a te
c e r t a in
a s tra n g e  d is c r e p a n cy  betw een  the s c e p t ic is m  a p p lie d  tow ards^ sph eres 
(u s u a lly  m odern) and th e  openness t o  a l l  r e v e la t io n s  o f  the 
m a rv e llo u s , however im p ro b a b le .
I t  seems i r o n i c a l ,  f o r  e x a m p le , th a t  Durt a l  sh ou ld  r e j e c t  
documents as s p e c io u s  in  h i s t o r i c a l  en q u iry  ( 1 , 30 ) ,  w h ile  e a g e r ly  
a tte n d in g  to  the su p p o se d ly  docum ented e v id en ce  o f  S a ta n ic  
p r a c t i c e s  p resen ted  d u r in g  the d is c u s s io n s  a t  C a r h a ix 's .  Thus 
in  ch a p te r  f i v e ,  des H erm ies t e l l s  him th a t ' l e s  docum ents so n t 
i r r é f u t a b l e s '  ( 1 ,9 9 )  w h ich  prove  th e  e x is te n c e  o f  satan ism  through­
ou t the a g e s , and p r o c e e d s  w ith  a  l u r i d  p o tte d  h is t o r y ,  where 
in term in a b le  en u m eration  o f  lu d i c r o u s  o r  g ro tesq u e  d e t a i l s  
stands aB 'p r o o f '  (on e  d e v i l i s h  a s s o c i a t i o n  has managed to  
p o l lu t e  3 ,32 0  h o s ts  in  t w e n t y - f iv e  y e a r s ;  contem porary satan ism  
has even  been b u r e a u c r a t is e d , w ith  com m ittees, su b -co m m itte e s , 
i t s  own C u ria , 1 ,1 0 6 - 0 7 ) .  In  f a i r n e s s  to  Dur ta l  and h is  c r e a t o r ,  
one sh ou ld  p o in t  o u t th a t  the m ost fa r - f e t c h e d  an ecdotes  and 
in c id e n t s  are com m unicated th rou gh  the ch a ra c te r  G ev in gey , an a s t r o lo g e r  
who i s  bew itch ed  by the infam ous D ocre  and saved by D octor  
Johannes (he re c o u n ts  the e p ic  b a t t l e  f o r  h is  s a lv a t io n  in  
ch a p ter  tw e n ty ). D u rta l r e a c t s  w ith  some d i s b e l i e f  to  such 
a ccou n ts  ( 'D é c id é m e n t , c e t  a s t r o lo g u e  e s t  f ê l é ,  se d i t - i l ' ,
1 ,2 3 1 ) ,  but n e v e r t h e le s s  the f a c t  o f  d e s c r ib in g  such d e t a i l s  
im p lie s  a c e r t a in  c r e d e n c e . One n o t i c e s ,  b e s id e s , th at D u r t a l 's  
in t e r p r e t a t io n  o f  f a c t s  r e l a t in g  t o  m ystery may be b ia se d  in
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fa v o u r  o f  su pern atu ra l I n t e r p r e t a t io n s «  thus he a c c e p t s  th a t 
C i l l e s ' s  a s s o c ia t e s  P r e la t i  and the unnamed s o r c e r e r  were g iven  
a b e a t in g  by the D e v i l , a lth o u g h  one m igh t s u s p e c t  t h e i r  wounds 
were s e l f - i n f l i c t e d  ( l , 1 3 1 f f . ) .
Here to o  one o b se rv e s  th a t  D u rta l i s  rea d y  enough to  b r in g  
in  ' s c i e n t i f i c ' ,  r a t i o n a l i s t i c  argum ents i f  they h e lp  su pp ort 
h is  c a s e .  The docum ents d e s c r ib in g  th e se  b e a t in g s  a re  'au th en ­
t i q u e s '  ( l , 1 3 3 ) t  the m a g ic ia n s ' b e h a v io u r  i s  com pared to  th a t 
o f  p a t ie n t s  in  the asylum a t  B ic S tre  —  f o r ,  s in c e  t h e ir  symptoms 
are d i f f e r e n t ,  we can f r e e l y  assume d i a b o l i c  in t e r v e n t io n .  In  
f a c t ,  though he may sn eer a t  the sp u r io u s  ' s c i e n t i f i c '  methods 
o f  w r i t e r s  such as Rosny ( 1 , 8 )  o r  h i s t o r ia n s ,  Huysmans h im se lf  
i s  n o t  a verse  to  making s c i e n t i f i c  a n a lo g ie s  w hich  seem e q u a lly  
t e n d e n t io u s . He c i t e s  B e r t h e lo t  and modern t h e o r ie s  o f  the 
e lem en ts  in  d e fen ce  o f  alchem y (1 ,1 2 6 ,1 3 4 )  (a d d in g , somewhat l e s s  
p la u s ib ly ,  th a t S p in oza  and H e lv é t iu s  su cceed ed  in  transm uting 
le a d  in t o  g o l d ) .  Th is com parison  may seem le g i t im a t e t  but the 
same can  h a rd ly  be s a id  o f  an a n a log y  p u t in  G e v in g e y 's  mouth:
L 'e s p a ce  e s t  p eu p lé  de m ic r o b e s ; e s t - i l  p lu s  su rpren an t
q u ’ i l  re g o rg e  a u ss i d 'e s p r i t s  e t  de la r v e s ?  ( 1 , 2 1 6 ) ( 1 0 3 )
Huysmans has no r e a l  d e s ir e  to  red u ce  s p i r i t s  t o  the l e v e l  o f  
n a tu r a l phenomena i n v i s ib l e  to  the human e y e , t o  f i t  them in t o  a 
s c i e n t i f i c  e x p la n a t io n  o f  the w o r ld : the a t t r a c t i o n  o f  the su p er­
n a t u r a l  l i e s  p r e c is e ly  in  the f a c t  th a t  i t  su rp a sse s  such 
a p p ro a ch e s .
N orm ally s c ie n c e  i s  t r e a t e d  w ith  s co rn  f o r  i t s  presum ptuous 
f a i l u r e  to  r e a l i s e  i t s  own in a d e q u a c ie s . Thus d es Hermies p o in ts  
ou t th e  i n s u f f i c i e n c i e s  o f  C h a r c o t 's  d ia g n o s is  o f  ' l a  grande 
h y s t é r i e ' :  the symptoms may be c l e a r ,  b u t the ca u se  rem ains
unknown:
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une femme e s t - e l l e  p osséd ée  p arce  q u 'e l l e  e s t  h y s t é r iq u e ,  
ou e s t - e l l e  h y s té r iq u e  parce  q u 'e l l e  e s t  p osséd ée?
L 'É g l is e  s e u le  p e u t  rép on d re , l a  s c ie n c e  p a s . ( l , 2 3 3 )  (1 0 4 )
P o s it iv is m  can n ot d ea l w ith  such  c o n f l i c t s  betw een b od y , n e rv e s
and s o u l :
l e  m ystère e s t  p a r to u t  e t  l a  r a is o n  bute  dans l e s  té n è b r e s , 
dès q u 'e l l e  v e u t se  m ettre en m arche. ( 1 , 234 )
But w h ile  a p p a ren tly  r e b u t t in g  m ed ic in e  and s c ie n c e  (g o o d  and e v i l
are s im p ly  beyond t h e i r  dom ain, 1 ,1 7 6 ) ,  Huysmans h im s e lf  w ith  h is
p a in s ta k in g  in s is t e n c e  on docum ents, h is  fr e q u e n t  use o f  s c i e n t i f i c
a n a log y  and te rm in o log y  ( th e  p a r t ic ip a n t s  in  the B lack  H ass form
'un v é r i t a b le  s é r a i l  d ’ h y s t é r o -é p i le p t iq u e s  e t  d ' é th erom an es ' ,
1 1 ,1 7 3 ) ,  and r a t i o n a l i s t i c  p rob in g  o f  the i r r a t i o n a l ,  seem s to
be f o r e v e r  r e tu r n in g  t o  the p o s i t i v i s t  base he cla im s  he w ish es
to  f r e e  h im s e lf  from . These two c o n f l i c t i n g  u rg es  —  t o  le a v e
m ystery as m yster iou s  and acknow ledge the se p a ra te n e ss  o f  the
s u p e rn a tu ra l, o r  a l t e r n a t iv e ly  to  p e n e tra te  and 'd ocu m en t' i t
even w h ile  a d m itt in g  th e  in v a l id i t y  o f  such d ocu m en tation  ( 1 0 5 ) —
seem to  in d ic a t e  th a t th e  n o t io n  o f  'n a tu ra lis m e  s p i r i t u a l i s t e '
i s  in h e r e n t ly  c o n t r a d i c t o r y ,  o r ,  a t  b e s t ,  p rod u ces  a s tra n g e
o s c i l l a t i o n  between two ra th e r  d i f f e r e n t  v iew s  o f  the w o r ld .
I f  Huysmans p ro v e s  to  be ra th e r  more dependent than one
m ight th ink  on the p o s i t i v i s t  o u t lo o k , so t o o  h is  p o s i t i o n
co n ce rn in g  the modern w o r ld  cannot sim p ly  be d e s c r ib e d  as  one
o f  t o t a l  r e j e c t i o n .  A d m itte d ly , the n ov e l i s  h o s t i l e  tow ards
h is t o r y ,  e i t h e r  in  the form  o f  the s o c ia l  p r o c e s s  o r  as a  means
o f  in t e r p r e t in g  the p a s t  and i t s  in f lu e n c e  on the p r e s e n t .  Though
he has abandoned f i c t i o n  f o r  a h i s t o r i c a l  s tu d y , D urtal has l i t t l e
r e s p e c t  f o r  t h is  d i s c i p l i n e :
Pour D u r ta l , l 'h i s t o i r e  é t a i t . . .  l e  p lu s  s o le n n e l des 
m ensonges, l e  p lu s  e n fa n tin  des l e u r r e s .  (1 ,3 1 )
I t  i s  im p o s s ib le  to  a ch ie v e  any s o r t  o f  s c i e n t i f i c  con sen su s 
re g a rd in g  the in t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  e v e n ts )  one can o n ly  t r y  to  do 
ju s t i c e  t o  o n e 's  s u b je c t i v e  v i s i o n .  F o llo w in g  t h i s  p le a  f o r  
id io s y n c r a s y , Huysmans somewhat m is c h ie v o u s ly  p la c e s  an a tta ch  
on Joan o f  Arc in  des H e rm ie s 's  mouth ( I , 7 3 -7 4 )•  F a r from  b e in g  
the s a v io u r  o f  France as i s  commonly su p p osed , she was a c t u a l ly  
r e s p o n s ib le  f o r  the p r e s e n t  f a l s e  u n i f i c a t i o n  o f  th e  c o u n tr y , 
where N orth en erB , c u l t u r a l l y  and r a c i a l l y  ak in  to  th e  E n g lis h , 
axe fo r c e d  to  c o n s id e r  as  t h e i r  c o m p a tr io ts  du sk y , g a r l ic -c h e w in g  
S ou th ern ers  who are  r e a l l y  I t a l i a n s  o r  S p a n ia rd s . (T h is  p ie c e  o f  
m y s t i f i c a t io n  s tu n g  an a n gry  r e t o r t  from  M a u rra s .) (1 0 6 )
S in ce  the 'v i s i o n a r y '  a s p e c t  o f  h is t o r y  i s  s o  h ig h ly  
em phasised , i t  seems p o in t l e s s  to  c r i t i c i s e  the a u t h o r 's  
p re s e n ta t io n  o f  the M idd le  Ages f o r  b e in g  o n e -s id e d .  (1 0 7 )
I f  the n in e te e n th  c e n t u r y 's  main ach ievem ent has b een  to  degrade 
and f a l s i f y  the v a lu e s  o f  the p a s t  (1 ,1 9 1 )  —  even  manure i s  
a d u lte ra te d  now (1 ,1 9 1 )  —  the M iddle Ages i s  Been as a p e r io d  
o f  pure a b s o lu t e s ,  where ex trem es o f  p ie t y  and b r u t a l i t y  c o n tr a s t  
w ith  ' l a  b o u r g e o is ie  de l 'f i jn e ' o f  m od ern ity  ( l , 1 8 8 ) .  Huysmans 
h im se lf  rem arks th a t  t h is  p a s t  age ten ds to  be s e e n  in  b la ck  and 
w hite ( 1 ,1 8 7 ) ,  and seems p rep a red  to  u se  such la n gu a ge  in  tu rn , 
in  d e s c r ib in g  G i l l e s  de R a i s 's  p e n it e n c e , f o r  in s ta n c e s
A lo r s  en sa  b la n ch e  s p le n d e u r , l'& m e du Moyen Age
rayonna dans c e t t e  s a l l e .  (1 1 ,1 4 1 )
J u st as G i l l e s  de R a is  i s  shown s c h e m a t ic a l ly ,  as a  m ystic  
a d ven tu rer in  e v i l  and g o o d , a t  the expense o f  p s y c h o lo g ic a l  
o r  hum anitarian  c o n s id e r a t io n s ,  s o  to o  Huysmans' v e r s io n  o f  
the M iddle Ages aims a t  p rom otin g  r e l i g i o u s  myth r a t h e r  than 
h i s t o r i c a l  f a c t .  T h is  i s  n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  a c r i t i c i s m :  h is
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e v o c a t io n s  o f  T i f fa u g e s  and C i l l e s  de R a i s 's  c a s t l e  (ch a p te r  e i g h t )  
show an im p ress iv e  im a g in a t iv e  v i r t u o s i t y .  Huysmans' p o r tr a y a l o f  
the s p i r i t  o f  the l a t e  M iddle  Ages i s  c e r t a in l y  p o e t i c a l l y  
a p p e a lin g . (1 0 8 )  But a s  des B erm ies s a y s , th e  o u t lo o k  o f  the 
p e o p le  o f  t h is  e ra  vas 'p lu s  n a ï f  e t  moins b S t e ' ( 1 1 , 254 ) than 
th a t  o f  t h e ir  n in e te e n th -c e n tu r y  co n te m p o r a r ie s . The two p e r io d s  
a re  in c o m p a t ib le .
However b i t t e r  th e  d e n u n c ia tio n s  o f  m od ern ity  ( e . g .  1 1 ,1 9 8 ) ,  
the ch a ra c te r s  are r o o t e d  in  t h e ir  s o c i e t y .  D u r t a l 's  r e t r e a t s  a t  
C a r h a ix 's  are tem porary —  the b e l l r i n g e r  i s ,  m oreover, re c o g n is e d  
to  be a  B o c ia l a n a c h r o n is m  ( l , 6 l ) .  Though D u rta l and des Eerm ies 
a f f e c t  to  s co rn  G en eral B o u la n g e r 's  e l e c t i o n  campaign (Huysmans 
c u r io u s ly  makes no r e f e r e n c e  to  the p o l i t i c a l  im p lic a t io n s  o f  
B ou langism e, a lth ou gh  h i s  own departm ent a t  the S û rete  a p p a ren tly  
d e a l t  w ith  the s u r v e i l la n c e  o f  the G e n e r a l 's  a c t i v i t i e s ) ,  a t  the 
end o f  the book t h e ir  d is c u s s io n  o f  G i l l e s  de R a i s 's  e x e c u t io n  i s  
in t e r r u p t e d , s i g n i f i c a n t l y  enough, by the trium phant sh outs o f  the 
su p p o r te r s  o f  the modern m i l i t a r y  man, drow ning ou t the n ob le  
'P r o s e  des T ré p a s sé s ' w h ich  accom panied G i l l e s  to  h is  d ea th . In  
the l a s t  sen ten ce  o f  th e  n o v e l ,  D u rta l g r o s s ly  red u ces  the modern 
b o u I  to  a f a e c a l  p r o d u c t !  the c h i ld r e n  o f  t h i s  age
s 'e m p lir o n t  l e s  t r ip e s  e t  i l s  se v id a n g e ro n t  l 'im e
par l e  b a s -v e n tr e l  ( 1 1 , 2 5 5 )
S p i r i t  q u ite  l i t e r a l l y  becom es f a e c a l  m a tte r , in  th is  f i n a l ,  
h ig h ly  'n a t u r a l i s t ' ,  a s s e r t io n  o f  the h id e o u s , but in e sca p a b le  
p re se n ce  o f  the modern w o r ld , where the r e c o n c i l i a t i o n  a sp ire d  f o r  
in  the n o t io n  o f  'n a tu r a lis m e  s p i r i t u a l i s t e '  seems u n a tta in a b le .
In  the end th en , the programme s e t  o u t in  the f i r s t  ch a p ter  
i s  seen  more as an i d e a l  than a p r a c t i c a l  r e a l i t y  in  the rem ain ing
tw en ty -on e c h a p t e r s .  I f  the m y stic  t r a n s i t i o n  w hich  D urtal 
d e s c r ie s  in  G rünew ald 's  c r u c i f i x i o n  from  the o p p r e s s iv e  p resen ce  
o f  to r tu re d  f l e s h  t o  an a b se n t , tra n sce n d e n t s p i r i t  i s  r e a l l y  
o n ly  c o n v in c in g  a s  the g e s tu re  o f  a b e l i e v e r  o r  w ou ld -be  
b e l i e v e r  tow ards the P a ss io n , so  t o o  in  the r e s t  o f  the book  
we h.ave no r e a l  se n se  th a t the two 'p a t h s ' o f  the f i r s t  ch a p te r  
are fu s e d . On the c o n tr a r y , Huysmans seems t o  a lt e r n a t e  
in c o n c lu s iv e ly  betw een , on the one hand, veh em en tly  a b u s in g  h is  
own age and c o n t r a s t in g  i t  w ith  a  r a t h e r  n a iv e  p ic t u r e  o f  
'm y s te ry ' in  v a r io u s  form s, and, on the o t h e r ,  t r y in g  to  re cu p e ra te  
m ystery w ith  the h e lp  o f  the p s e u d o - s c i e n t i f i c  approach es o f  h is  
a g e . In  an i n t e r e s t in g  a r t i c l e  e n t i t l e d  ' L a -b a s : lo g iq u e  e t  
s i g n i f i c a t i o n  du f a n t a s t iq u e ',  (1 0 9 )  M a r ie -L o u is e  I s s a u r a t -  
L e s la e f  argues th a t  th is  te n s io n  betw een  r a t i o n a l  and s u p e rn a tu ra l, 
the p e r p le x it y  b o th  h u rta l and the r e a d e r  f e e l  as th ey  are 
bombarded by a b iz a r r e  a rra y  o f  h a l f - e x p la in e d  exam ples o f  
m ystery , a llo w s  one to  d e fin e  L à -bas as a f a n t a s t i c  t e x t .  The 
sense o f  h e s i t a t i o n  which c h a r a c t e r is e s  the f a n t a s t i c  'c o n s t i t u e  
une t e n ta t iv e  a v o r té e  d 'a c c e s s io n  à  l 'u n i t é ' t  th a t  i s  to  s a y , 
f o r  in s t a n c e , th a t
S i l e  p éch é  e x e rce  u n e ^ te lle  f a s c in a t i o n  su r  h u rta l 
c ' e s t  p a rce  que même 'à  r e b o u r s ' e t  en qu e lqu e  s o r te  
n éga tiv em en t i l  o f f r e  l 'im a g e  d 'u n e  in t e g r a t io n  du 
d é s i r  au d e s t in  de l 'S t r e  e n t i e r .  (1 1 0 )
I s s a u r a t - h e s l a e f 's  c o n c e p t io n  o f  the f a n t a s t i c  seems to  
be d e r iv e d  (w it h o u t  acknow ledgem ent) from  T o d o r o v 's  I n tr o d u c t io n  
à l a  l i t t é r a t u r e  fa n t a s t iq u e , where the gen re  i s  s a id  to  depend 
on the c r e a t io n  o f  th is  f e e l i n g  o f  u n c e r t a in t y  in  the fa c e  o f  
the s u p e r n a tu ra l. (1 1 1 )  Y et one f e e l s  th a t th e  f a n t a s t i c  em erges 
more by a c c id e n t  than d e s ig n  in  L a -b a s . Huysmans i s  re a ch in g
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o u ts id e  l i t e r a t u r e :  h is  's p i r i t u a l i s m s ' i s  meant t o  be seen  as 
an a b s o lu t e , n o t  an a e s t h e t i c  d e v ic e .  'L i t e r a t u r e '  a lo n e  i s  
r e je c t e d  in  the o p e n in g  c h a p te r , o r  e lsew h ere  seen  o n ly  as a 
n i s - a l l e r :
l a  l i t t é r a t u r e  n 'a  qu 'u n e r a is o n  d 'S t r e ,  sa u v e r  c e l u i
qu i l a  f a i t  du dégofit de v iv r e !  (1 1 ,1 0 8 )
And i f  the 'a u - d e l à '  p roves  to  be u n a tt a in a b le , o r  appears 
m erely  as a s o r t  o f  f i n - d e - s i è c l e  d i le t t a n t is m , and on ce  again  
the main c h a r a c t e r  i s  l e f t  in  s u sp e n s io n , h av in g  i r o n i c a l l y  l i v e d  
o u t a 'p e t i t  rom an’ (1 1 ,2 0 7 )  o f  ' l 'a d u l t è r e ,  l 'a m o u r , l 'a m b i t i o n ' 
( 1 ,5 )  o f  the v e ry  v a r ie t y  he h im s e lf  s c o r n s ,  we a re  l e f t  w ith  a 
sense o f  b a r e ly  r e c o n c i la b l e  c o n t r a d i c t i o n s .  W hether Euysmans 
e v e r  su cce e d s  in  r e c o n c i l i n g  the c o n f l i c t i n g  demands o f  l i t e r a r y  
c r e a t io n  and r e l i g i o u s  e x p e r ie n c e , the m a rv e llou s  o r  f a n t a s t i c  
seen  as the p ro d u c t  o f  a t e x t  and the su p e rn a tu ra l seen  as the 
m a n ife s ta t io n  o f  an a b s o lu te  t r u t h , w i l l  be d is c u s s e d  in  the 
n e x t c h a p t e r .
But a t  t h is  p o in t ,  what i s  f i r s t  s t r ik in g  a b o u t L a -bas —  
i t s  unusual r ic h n e s s  in  terms o f  a c t io n  compared w ith  Euysmans' 
o th e r  n o v e ls  —  u lt im a t e ly  seems to  rem ain i t s  m ost s u c c e s s fu l  
q u a l i t y .  The a cco u n ts  o f  G i l l e s  de R a i s 's  c a r e e r ,  o f  L u r t a l 's  
amorous in t r ig u e  and o f  h is  i n i t i a t i o n  in t o  sa tan ism  in  th eory  
and p r a c t i c e ,  a re  in t e r e s t in g ,  e n t e r t a in in g ,  and s k i l f u l l y  
in t e g r a t e d .  E ow ever, the movement o f  id e a s  s e t  o f f  by th is  
t r i p a r t i t e  p l o t  (1 1 2 )  does n o t  a t ta in  a c o r r e s p o n d in g  co h e re n ce .
On i n v e s t ig a t i o n ,  the s t r u c tu r e  o f  the n o v e l i t s e l f  can be seen 
to  f i t  in t o  a r a t h e r  sch em a tic  p a t te r n . This i s  p a r t i c u la r ly  
true  o f  the o p e n in g  c h a p te r , w h ich , f o r  in s t a n c e , seems d e l i b e r a t e l y  
'u n r e a d a b le ' in  term s o f  ch a r a c te r  o r  in c id e n t  (u n l ik e  the r e s t  
o f  the b o o k ) :  Euysmans b la t a n t ly  uses h is  d ia lo g u e  s im p ly  to
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fu r th e r  a d eba te  on n a tu r a lis m . But many o f  the d is c u s s io n s  a t  
C a rh a ix 'a  s im i la r ly  r e v e a l  a  r a th e r  c lu m sy  a d a p ta tion  o f  o c c u l t  
docum entation  to  a  f i c t i o n a l  fram ew ork . One f in d s  th a t  c e r t a in  
g e s tu re s  tend to  be u sed  th rou gh ou t th e  n o v e l to  f i l l  o u t  th ese  
Innum erable 'c o n v e r s a t i o n s ' and c u r s o r i l y  a s s e r t  the human, p h y s ic a l  
p resen ce  o f  the s p e a k e rs . L ig h t in g  c i g a r e t t e s ,  co n te m p la tin g  o r  
p ok in g  the f i r e ,  o r  p regn a n t s i l e n c e s ,  f o r  exam ple, may accom pany 
o r  in t e r r u p t  exch an ges o r  r e v e r i e s ,  and c r e a te  a 'th ém atiq u e  v i d e '
—  a  s e t  o f  r e c u r r e n t  m o t i fs  whose f u n c t io n  i s  p u re ly  m e ch a n ica l. ( 1 1 3 ) 
O c c a s io n a lly , i t  i s  t r u e ,  such  d e t a i l s  have some i n t r i n s i c  v a lu e .
When we see D u rta l l i g h t i n g  h is  f i r e  a t  the b eg in n in g  o f  ch a p te r  
s i x ,  th is  a c t io n  f a l l s  in t o  the a c co u n t  o f  h is  d om estic  a rra n g e ­
m ents, which alw ays p la y  a  v i t a l  r o l e  i n  the l i v e s  o f  Euysmans' 
h e ro e s : such hom ely ta sk s  must be a cco m p lish e d  b e fo r e  the s e r io u s  
work o f  s tu d y in g  alchem y can b e g in . Open f i r e s ,  b e s id e s ,  a re  
g iven  a c e r t a in  n o s t a l g i c  p o te n cy  when d es Hermies r e g r e t s  th a t  
they are d e c l in in g  b e fo r e  the h id e o u s , u t i l i t a r i a n  s to v e  ( 1 , 90 ) .
One co u ld  a rg u e , in  a s im i la r  w a y , th a t the sym bolism  
su ggested  by c e r t a in  m etaphors in  the n o v e l  perhaps seems to o  
e x p l i c i t l y  s ch e m a tic . C a r h a ix 's  r e t r e a t  a t  S a in t -S u lp ic e  i s  
d e l ib e r a t e ly  e le v a t e d  above the m orass o f  modern m e d io c r it y .
He i s  f i r s t  g lim p sed  in  ch a p te r  th re e  ' s e  b a lan ça n t a u -d essu s  du 
g o u f f r e ,  l e s  yeux au c i e l '  (1 ,4 9 )•  ( 1 1 4 )  In  an e a r l i e r  v e r s io n  
o f  t h is  ch a p te r , 'L 'A c c o r d a n t ',  p u b lis h e d  in  G il B ias on 18 January 
1889, the n a r r a to r  even  d is c o v e r s  th a t  beneath  the tow er P a r is  
has va n ish ed :
A rr iv e  au sommet de l a  t o u r , e n ^ p le in  a i r ,  Je re g a rd a i
P a r is .  A in s i  que Je l 'a v a i s  p r e v u , Je ne v o y a is  qu 'u n
opaque b r o u i l la r d ,  f i l i g r a n e  p a r  des v e r m ic e lle s  d 'e a u .
In  the n ov e l i t s e l f ,  D u rta l dreams o f  e s t a b l i s h in g  'un havre
t i è d e . . .  l à - h a u t '  ( 1 ,5 8 - 5 9 ) ,  immune from  the waves o f  human 
s t u p id i t y  b re a k in g  a g a in s t  the b ottom  o f  the to w e rs . But in  
f a c t  th is  p o la r i s a t i o n  o f  h e ig h ts  and d epth s  i s  l e s s  s i m p l i s t i c a l l y  
o n e -s id e d t  D urtal r e j e c t s  the 'n a i v e t y '  o f  t h is  dream ( l , 5 9 ) l  the 
b e l l r i n g e r 's  san ctu ary  i s  a c t u a l ly  e x tre m e ly  u n co m fo r ta b le .
Indeed  i t  i s  'une a erien n e  tom be' ( 1 , 6 5 ) ;  C arhaix  has the 
g h a s t ly  p a l l o r  o f  a man cu t  o f f  from  l i f e  ( l , 5 0 ) .  Mot o n ly  i s  
cam panology a l o s t  a r t  b u t , a t  the end o f  the b ook , the f l o o d  o f  
s t u p id i t y  d oes  f i n a l l y  break  in t o  th e  c h a r a c t e r s ' n o s t a lg i c  
m usings. Huysmans su b verts  the a p p a r e n t ly  c a t e g o r i c a l  sen se  o f  
h is  im a g ery ; once a g a in , the ' l à - b a s '  i s  shorn  to  have o n ly  the 
p r e c a r io u s  e x is te n c e  o f  n a iv e , i d e a l i s i n g  a s p ir a t io n s .
Perhaps because Huysmans a p p ea rs  to  s e t  f o r t h  a programme 
f o r  r e v i t a l i s i n g  n a tu ra lism  a t  th e  b e g in n in g  o f  L a -b a s . one i s  
tempted t o  be to o  c r i t i c a l  o f  the c o n t r a d ic t o r y  u rges behind  the 
id e a s  throw n up in  the n o v e l .  F or the f i r s t  t im e , he appears to  
r e j e c t  e x p l i c i t l y  n o t  s im p ly  a w o r ld , but the l i t e r a r y  genre 
which o b s e r v e s  and c r e a te s  th a t  w o r ld . W hile the r e t r e a t s  o f  
A reb ou rs  and En rade are as i t  w ere s p a t ia l  —  w ithdraw al to  
the 't h é b a ïd e  r a f f i n é e '  o r  the co u n tr y  —  in  L a-bas the a u t h o r 's  
e n t e r p r is e  i s  a ls o  tem poral and a e s t h e t i c .  H is to ry  i s  to  be 
re p la ce d  b y  r e l i g i o u s  myth, a myth w hich  a r t  to o  must s t r i v e  to  
encom pass. But th is  p r o je c t  rem ain s in  the realm  o f  the h y p oth et­
i c a l ;  even  w h ile  p rea ch in g  the u n it y  o f  m a tter and s p i r i t  ( 1 ,1 1 )  
Huysmans r e c o g n is e s  th a t they a re  se p a ra te  and by h is  own 
te rm in o lo g y  seems to  p erp e tu a te  t h i s  s e p a r a t io n . C on seq u en tly , 
L a-bas r e p e a ts  the c i r c u la r  movement o f  the p re ce d in g  n o v e ls t  
f a r  from  s te p p in g  o u ts id e  the w o r ld  o f  n a tu ra lis m , HuyBmans t r i e s  
to  draw th e  'a u - d e là ' w ith in  i t .  The a ttem p t rem ains in
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su sp en sion s  we must turn to  Huysman^ C a t h o l ic  works p ro p e r  to  
d is c o v e r  w hether th is  p a ra d o x ica l  d e s ir e  t o  re cu p e ra te  the su p er­
n a tu ra l in t o  what rem ains a  h ig h ly  n a t u r a l i s t  v i s io n  o f  the 
w orld  has any chance o f  s u c c e s s .
CHAPTER SIX
HUYSMANS' RELIGIOUS WORKSi SYNTHESIS OR COMPROMISE?
La m a tière  non s p i r i t u a l i s é e  f a i t  peur a qu i l a  contem ple
a tte n t iv e m e n t . / _  . _  , ,  \(E r n e s t  H e llo )
Je p i é t i n e ,  je  ra b â ch e , m ais, s u r t o u t ,  ce  que j e  m 'en n u ie , ce  que 
j e  m 'en n u ie . Je n 'a i  p lu s  de gotlt n i  pour l e  monde, n i p ou r l e  
c l o î t r e ,  pour r i e n .  Je voiB  en fa c e  ce  co u p le  o u v r ie r ,  je u n e ,  
b ien  p o r ta n t  e t  j e  l e s  e n v ie .  I l s  s o n t  dans l a  norm e, dans la  
v i e ,  m ariés e t  g a i s .
Mais m oi! T ou jou rs  d e h o rs . Le m ariage? M a is , s i  l ’ a f f a i r e  
E ugénie a r a té  j e  n 'y  fu s  pour r i e n .  Vécu en d eh ors  de l a  l i t t é ­
ra tu re  adm ise, hué comme n a t u r a l i s t e .  Zka. venue au moment de l a  
Trappe, mais i l  n 'y  a v a it  r ie n  de s é r ie u x  l a !  ( . . . )  Puis co n v e r ­
s io n ,  h ors  de to u te  l i t t é r a t u r e  même n a t u r a l i s t e  e t  p lu s  h o rs  
en core  des c a t h o l iq u e s . C 'e s t  l a  s o l i t u d e  à ja m a is . P a r le r  à 
q u i?  Les femmest to u t  r a t é .  La p e t i t e  A n g la ise  pas c o m p r is .
( . . . )  S i  j e  ne v a is  pas au c l o î t r e ,  j 'a u r a i  t o u t  r a t é :  v ie  de 
g a rço n , sans femme, m ariage , -  co u v e n t .
( J . - K .  Huysmans, June 1898)
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W rite rs  on Buysmans have f r e q u e n t ly  attem pted  to  in t e r p r e t  
h is  l i f e  SB a p o s i t i v e  p r o g r e s s io n .  P ie r r e  Cogny d e s c r ib e s  him 
'à  la  re ch e rch e  de l ' u n i t é ' ; R o b e r t  B a ld ic k , whose ch a p te r  h ead ings 
mark o u t the d i f f e r e n t  r o l e s  the w r it e r  p la y ed  d u rin g  h is  e x i s t e n c e ,  
p re se n ts  him in  the f i n a l  s ta g e s  as a C h r is t ia n  m ystic  and m artyr; 
w h ile  the J e s u i t  c r i t i c  M.M. B e lv a i unabashedly  o b se rv e s  Huysmans 
moving 'd e s  tén èb res  à  l a  l u m iè r e '.  Even a c r i t i c  l i k e  B a ch e lin  
who se e s  h is  s u b je c t  in  more p u r e ly  l i t e r a r y  term s, a ppears to  
su g g est some k in d  o f  r e c o n c i l i a t i o n  in  the t r a n s i t io n  'd u  n a tu ra ­
lism e l i t t é r a i r e  au n a tu ra lism e  m y s t iq u e '.  ( l )  But though i t  i s  
true th a t Huysmans' r e l i g i o u s  w r it in g s  b rou gh t him fa r  more 
com m ercial s u cce s s  and n o t o r i e t y  than any o f  h is  e a r l i e r  w ork , (2 )  
i t  seems much l e s s  a p p aren t th a t  co n v e rs io n  brou gh t him any th in g  
but a d d it io n a l  prob lem s in  e i t h e r  h is  p e rso n a l l i f e  o r  w r i t in g .
A ft e r  L à -b a s . Huysmans p rod u ced  f i v e  s u b s ta n t ia l  w orks: 
the t r i l o g y  o f  n o v e ls  ce n tre d  on the ch a r a c te r  Durt a l  ( En r o u t e . 
1895; La C a th é d ra le . 1898 ; L 'O b la t . 1 9 0 3 ); a  b iograp h y  o f  
S a in te  Lvdwine de Sch iedam . 1 90 1 ; and Les F ou les  de L o u rd e s . 1906. 
One can o n ly  d e s c r ib e  as a s t o n is h in g  the c la im  made by J . Roach 
th at f a i t h  gave Huysmans 's e r e n i t y '  in  h is  l a s t  seven teen  y e a r s .  ( 3 ) 
The s t a t e  o f  h is  e m otion a l e x is t e n c e  can be gauged from  the d ia ry  
e n try  o f  June 1898, q u oted  a t  th e  head o f  t h is  ch a p te r , o r  from  
h is  a dm ission  to  Myriam Harry t h a t  he co n s id e r e d  s u ic id e  on h is  
re tu rn  to  P a r is  from  L igu gé  in  1902 ( 4 ) :  he had f a i l e d  to  form  
s o c ia l  o r  m a r ita l b o n d s , had f a i l e d  to  in t e g r a t e  in t o  a r e l i g i o u s  
com munity, had r e j e c t e d  the l i t e r a r y  w o r ld . The c h a r a c te r  D u r ta l, 
a t  the end o f  En ro u te  and L 'O b la t . i s  l e f t  s im i la r ly  d is p la c e d ,  
w ith  the su p p o rt o n ly  o f  h is  r e l i g i o u s  f a i t h .  And i t  i s  n o t  w h o lly  
an e x a g g e r a t io n  to  say  th a t Huysmans' brand o f  C a th o lic is m  m ight
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w ell be eeen ae a r a t i o n a l i s a t i o n  o f  h ie  a gon ised  v ie w  o f  the
w orld« s u f f e r in g ,  ra th e r  than jo y  o r  c h a r i t y ,  i s  i t s  main
com ponent and i e  made in t o  the purpose o f  l i f e .  The p h y s ic a l
and s p i r i t u a l  torm ents o f  C h r is t ,  the s a in ts  and man a re  a  m ajor
theme o f  a l l  f i v e  r e l i g i o u s  w ork s .
A lthough the m a jo r ity  o f  the hundreds o f  books and a r t i c l e s
d evoted  to  Huysmans p rob a b ly  la y  more s t r e s s  on the work f o l l o w in g
L à-bas than the work b e fo r e  i t ,  ( 5 )  few  com m entators have t r i e d  to
a s s e s s  the l i t e r a r y  q u a l i t i e s  o f  h is  r e l i g i o u s  w r it in g  and d e c id e
in  any se r io u sn e s s  how e x a c t ly  n a tu ra lism  m ight be transm uted  in t o
a 'n a tu ra lism e  m y s t iq u e '.  The most extrem e 'C a t h o l i c '  c r i t i c s
sim ply d ism iss  o r  ig n o re  the e a r ly  w ork:
L 'oeu v re  e n t iè r e  de Huysmans n 'e B t  que l e  r é c i t  d 'u n e  âme, 
c e l l e  de l 'a u t e u r  —  d ep u is  l e s  tén èb res  du p éch é  ju s q u 'à  
des h au teu rs r e la t iv e m e n t  é le v é e s  de s a in t e t é .  Mous l 'a v o n s  
v u , dan^ses prem iers  rom ans, se  v a u tre r  dans l a  boue 
n a t u r a l i s t e . . .  (6 )
An o p p o s in g  v ie w p o in t  a llo w s  f o r  c o n t in u it y ,  but in  a  somewhat 
crude and r e d u c t iv e  fa s h io n :
N a tu r a l is te ,  i l  l e  f u t  t o u jo u r s ,  même après sa  c o n v e r s io n . 
Pour l u i ,  touB l e s  s u je t s  se v a la ie n t  e t  se t r a i t a i e n t  su r 
l e  infime plan  de l 'o b s e r v a t i o n  a ig u ë . I l  e n te n d a it  p a r le r  
du s a c r i f i c e  e u c h a r is t iq u e  comme d 'u n e  b o tte  d 'a s p e r g e s .  (7 )
In  h is  e a r ly  n o v e ls ,  Huysmans b eg in s  by e x p lo r in g  some o f
the w e l l -d e f in e d  t e r r i t o r i e s  o f  n a tu ra lism  ( p r o s t i t u t i o n ,  urban
s q u a lo r , w o r k in g -c la s s  c u l t u r e ,  sexu a l m o re s ), and th en  p ro ce e d s
to  s t r ik e  a more a u t h e n t ic ,  p e rso n a l n ote  in  the w orks d e s c r ib in g
in d iv id u a ls  who s t r i v e  to  re a ch  beyond the l im i t s  o f  the n a t u r a l i s t
w orld  but are b rou gh t down by the f o r c e s  w hich govern  i t  (d o m e s t ic
and s o c io -e c o n o m ic  n e c e s s i t y  in  En ménage and A v a u -1 'e a u . h e r e d it y
and the b i o l o g i c a l  im pulse in  A r e b o u r s ) .  A fte r  show ing des
E s s e in t e s 's  f a i lu r e  to  a t ta c k  n atu re  head-on  in  A r e b o u r s . Huysmans
b eg in s  in  En rade and L a-bas to  in v e n t  o r  d is c o v e r  a l e s s
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t a u t o lo g ic a l  method o f  c ir cu m v e n tin g  n a tu re  by add in g  a 'v e r t i c a l '  
p e r s p e c t iv e  to  the c lo s e d  h o r iz o n s  o f  n a tu r a lis m , in t im a t in g  the 
e x is te n c e  o f  heaven and h e l l ,  an o rd e r  above n a tu r e , the s u p e r ­
n a t u r a l , which can subsume the n a t u r a l .  ( 8 ) But we are  l e f t  
w ith  a p a tte rn  o f  o s c i l l a t i n g ,  c o n t r a d i c t o r y  movements a lr e a d y  
fa m il ia r  from  the c i r c u l a r  p l o t s  o f  the p re v io u s  b o o k s . M a r ie - 
L ou ise  I s s a u r a t -D e s la e f  h as argu ed  th a t  t h i s  am biva len ce  makes 
L a-bas a  f a n t a s t i c  t e x t  and thus in  a se n se  a q u a l i f i e d  s u c c e s s .  (9 )  
N e v e r th e le s s , Huysmans' p e r s o n a l  u n c e r t a in t y  abou t r e l i g i o n  i s  
r e f l e c t e d  in  L a -b a s . and the s y n th e s is  p ro p o se d  in  ' l e  n a tu ra lism e  
s p i r i t u a l i s t e ' i s  n o t  a c h ie v e d .
By the time o f  En r o u t e , h ow ever, Huysmans has com m itted 
h im se lf  u n e q u iv o ca lly  to  C a t h o l ic is m . The main q u e s t io n  t h is  
ch a p ter w i l l  seek  to  answ er i s  how fa r  t h i s  commitment i s  r e f l e c t e d  
in  h is  r e l i g i o u s  w orks: in  o th e r  w ord s , a re  the h e s i t a t io n s  o f  
L a-bas f i n a l l y  r e s o lv e d  and a  gen u ine s y n th e s is  c r e a t e d , a s y n th e s is  
en ca p su la ted  in  the passw ord  'n a tu r a lis m e  s p i r i t u a l i s t e '?
The s im i la r i t i e s  betw een  L a-bas and i t s  s u c c e s s o r s  a re  
q u ite  a p p aren t. Where G i l l e s  de R a is  t r i e s  to  a t t a in  an a b s o lu te  
o f  e v i l  by i n f l i c t i n g  f i e n d is h  t o r t u r e s  on o t h e r s ,  in  the r e l i g i o u s  
works (and n o ta b ly  S a ln te  Lydw ine) the s a c r i f i c i a l  v ic t im  re a ch e s  
an a b s o lu te  o f  c e l e s t i a l  b l i s s  by v o l u n t a r i l y  s u b m itt in g  to  
a p p a l lin g  p h y s ica l  to rm en t. In  each  c a s e ,  though the ' s p i r i t u a l ' 
outcome i s  r e v e r s e d , c o r p o r e a l  s u f f e r i n g  i s  d e s c r ib e d  in  h arrow in g  
sen su a l d e t a i l ,  and the su rro u n d in g  atm osphere rem ains one o f  the 
macabre and f a n t a s t i c .  O th er more o b v io u s ly  n a t u r a l i s t  te ch n iq u es  
are a ls o  r e t a in e d . One t h in k s , f o r  in s t a n c e ,  o f  s t y l i s t i c  
mannerisms such as th a t w h ich  in v o lv e s  l in k in g  the c o n c r e te  and 
the a b s t r a c t ,  o r  the m a te r ia l  and the e t h e r e a l ,  in  m etaphors which
seem to  aim a t  a b la ta n t  in c o n g r u ity !  thus i f  in  En rade l a t r in e s  
a re  ' l e s  co n fe ss io n a u x  du c o r p s ' ( p .9 1 ) ,  in  En r o u te  c o n fe s s io n  
becom es a chance to  's e  p o u i l l e r  l '& m e ' ( 1 , 3 ) .  M on a stic  l i f e  
i s  observed  w ith  sa rd o n ic  a ccu ra cy  in  L 'O b la t . w h ile  the p o r t r a i t  
o f  B roth er Simeon in  En rou te  i s  'une p h o to g ra p h ie  sans r e t o u c h e s . ,  
d 'a p r è s  la  méthode n a t u r a l i s t e ' ,  a c c o r d in g  t o  the a u t h o r 's  
p r e fa c e  ( l , x i i ) .  D ocum entation and d e s c r ip t io n  p la y  as g r e a t  a 
p a r t  as e v e r ; Huysmans can r a r e ly  m ention a ch u rch  w ith ou t g iv in g  
a barrage o f  in fo rm a tion  abou t i t s  h is t o r y  and a r c h i t e c t u r e .
This ch a p ter  w i l l  examine some o f  the key themes o f  
Euysmans' f i v e  m ajor r e l i g i o u s  works in  the hope o f  d is c o v e r in g  
w hether the author i s  in  f a c t  a b le  to  r e c o n c i l e  l i t e r a t u r e  and 
b e l i e f ,  o r  r a th e r  a c e r ta in  form  o f  w r i t in g ,  o f  c r e a t in g  l i t e r a t u r e  
w ith  C a th o lic is m , whether he produ ces a c o h e r e n t  v iew  o f  the w orld  
d e s p it e  the apparent c o n f l i c t  between f a i t h  and a r t i s t i c  
te ch n iq u e , between f i c t i o n  and d id a c t ic is m , betw een  d e s c r ib in g  
'p h y s i o l o g i c a l '  man in  the modern w orld  and p r e s e n t in g  the su per­
n a tu ra l as l i t e r a l l y  true  and p r e s e n t . S in ce  i t  w i l l  be argued 
th a t  the p u re ly  f i c t i o n a l  q u a l i t i e s  o f  h is  r e l i g i o u s  works are 
r a r e ly  s a t i s f y in g ,  i t  seems f r u i t f u l  to  lo o k  beyond  the t r i l o g y  
o f  n o v e ls  and in c lu d e  S a in te  Lvdwlne and Les F o u le s  de Lourdes 
in  the d is c u s s io n .  F ive  a reas w i l l  be c o n s id e r e d !  f i r s t l y ,  
Huysmans' a t t i t u d e  towards w r it in g  r e l i g i o u s  f i c t i o n ,  and 
se co n d ly  the p a r t ic u la r  case  o f  En r o u t e . T hree m ajor themes 
o f  a l l  f i v e  works w i l l  then be exam ined! the fu n c t io n  o f  
s u f f e r in g  ( e s p e c i a l l y  in  S a in te  Lvdw ine^! the trea tm en t o f  the 
m arvellou s  and su pernatu ra l ( p a r t i c u la r ly  in  S a in te  Lydwine 
and Les F ou les  de L ourdes) !  the treatm en t o f  C h r is t ia n
sym bolism  (n o t a b ly  in  La C a th é d ra le )
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N a t u r a l is t  a u th o r s  r a r e ly  showed any g r e a t  I n t e r e s t  in  the
f i c t i o n a l ( s t o r y t e l l i n g  a sp e c ts  o f  the n o v e l .  ( 1 0 )  N early  a
y e a r  b e fo r e  he began the d e f i n i t i v e  v e r s io n  o f  En r o u t e . ( 11 )
Huysmans w rote  to  Z o la  tow ards the end o f  June 1892 (a  few  days
b e fo r e  h is  d e c i s iv e  f i r s t  v i s i t  to  La Trappe d 'I g n y ,  as i t  h a p p e n s ),
c o n g r a tu la t in g  him on  La L eb& cle . but a d d in g :
Nous sommes r i v e s ,  to u s , à une fo rm e , au m oule du roman -  
e t  j e  ne v o i s  pas du to u t  l e  moyen d 'e n  s o r t i r .  E t j e  me 
demande, en fe rm a n t La D éb& cle. s i  l e  l i v r e  ne s e r a i t  pas 
e n co re  p lu s  énorm e e t  p lu s  p u is sa n t  s ' i l  é t a i t  d isp e n sé  
d 'u n e  a f f a b u la t i o n  mSme l é g è r e . . .  ( 1 2 )
Huysmans in  f a c t  n e v e r  f u l l y  r e s o lv e s  t h is  dilem m a. He r e t a in s
the tra p p in g s  o r  'm o u ld ' o f  the n o v e l through  to  La C ath éd ra le
and L 'O b la t  more th rou g h  h a b it  than c o n v i c t i o n .  The mechanism
o f  p lo t  and c h a r a c t e r  b eg in s  to  seem a lm ost d e r i s i v e l y  clu m sy .
As J .F .  F ran ch et  p u ts  i t ,
Au fu r  e t  à m esure que l 'o n  s 'a v a n ce  v e r s  l e s  d e r n ie r s  
ou vrages de l 'é c r i v a i n ,  l a  s t r u c tu r e  rom anesque s ' e f f r i t e ,  
l e  person nage d e v ie n t  d é co r  s t a t iq u e ,  d 'o u  l a  p s y c h o lo g ie  
e s t  a b s e n te , p o u r  se d é tr u ir e  comme p e rso n n a g e . D 'un 
ou vrage à l ’ a u t r e  D urtal tend v e r s  z é r o .  (1 3 )
N e v e r th e le s s , the a u th o r  o s t e n s ib ly  a t  l e a s t  r e fu s e s  such a
f i c t i o n a l  ' z e r o ' ;  th e  m echanics are m a in ta in e d , l e s s  from  the
d e s ir e  f o r  in n o v a t io n  ex p re sse d  in  L a -bas than boredom , a c e r t a in
pudeur (p e r s o n a l  e x p e r ie n c e  b e in g  s h ie ld e d  by a d egree  o f
f i c t i o n a l  a n o n y m ity ), and a ls o  some com m ercia l c y n ic is m .
The r e s u l t  i s  th a t  w ith  h is  l a s t  n o v e l L 'O b la t  we h ave,
to  quote B a ld ic k , 'u n e  hydre l i t t é r a i r e  à p e in e  m oins m onstrueuse
que La C a th é d ra le ' .  ( 1 4 )  Contem porary re v ie w e rs  o f  t h is  l a t t e r
work were a lr e a d y  p u z z le d  why the a u th or  had t r i e d  to  d is g u is e  a
t r e a t i s e  on m ed iev a l sym bolism  and a r c h i t e c t u r e  as a n o v e l .  (1 5 )
Huysmans' own l e t t e r s  to  the abbé F e r r e t  r e v e a l  th a t  he saw
La C ath éd ra le  as a co n d e n sa t io n  o f  a v a s t  amount o f  r e l i g i o u s
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knowledge and h i s t o r y !  th ere  ia  no q u e a tio n  o f  i t  b e in g  a n o v e l .
In  a l e t t e r  to  Bom Besae he again  d e s c r ib e e  the book as a d r y ,
h ybrid  compendium ( l 6 ) j  a few  months e a r l i e r  he had rem arked!
ce n 'e s t  pas amusant du t o u t .  -  Bans quel e n d u it  r o u le r  
ces  p i lu le s  de sym bolique pour l e s  f a i r e  a v a le r  sans 
dégoût par des gens qui ne se  d o u te n t même pas que to u t  
dans l ' é g l i s e  a  un s e n s . (1 7 )
Be p ro v id e s  the answer h im s e lf  in  a  l e t t e r  to  C h arles  Brunt
Je l ' a i  accommodé à l a  vague sauce de roman e t  ç a  a é t é  
un peu l a  c o u v e r te  d 'a r g e n t  q u i e n lè v e  l 'a s p e c t  répugnant 
des p i l u l e s .
B u r ta l, au fo n d , n 'e s t  r i e n  dans l e  l i v r e ,  pas p lu s  
que ses  p a s te u r s . I l s  s o n t  de s im p les  p ion s  dans ce  j e u .  (1 8 )
The e c c e n t r i c  p i e t i e s  o f  the h ou sek eep er Mme B a v o il  were
intended  to  g iv e  the re a d e r  some l i g h t  r e l i e f  in  La C ath éd ra le
and L 'O b la t . (1 9 )  'T o u t  c e la  ne t i e n t  pas d e b o u t ' she p r o t e s t s
a f t e r  a d is co u r s e  on p la n ts  in  La C ath éd ra le  ( l l , 4 9 ) t  'Jam ais
j e  n ' a u ra is  pensé que c ' é t a i t  s i  co m p liq u é ' she com pla in s aga in
(1 ,2 3 9 )  a f t e r  B u rta l has read  ou t a tw en ty -page e ssa y  on the
c o lo u r  sym bolism  o f  Fra A n g e l ic o ’ s C o ron a tion  o f  the V ir g in .
The rea d er  too  b e g in s  to  su sp e c t  th a t  f a r  from  p r o v id in g  a
p o p u la r is in g  s y n th e s is  o f  m edieval a r t  and sym bolism , to  compare
w ith  say Émile M â le 's  e x c e l l e n t  L 'A r t  r e l i g i e u x  du X lI I e  s i è c l e
en F ran ce , p u b lish e d  s h o r t ly  a f t e r  La C a th é d ra le . Euysmans in  th is
book has lo s t -  c o n t r o l  o f  h is  m a te r ia l and f a i l e d  to  f u l f i l  the
aims o f  e i t h e r  f i c t i o n  o r  d id a c t ic is m . One t e l l i n g  exam ple m ight
a lm ost stand f o r  the book as a w h o le , when towards the end , a t  the
beg in n in g  o f  ch a p te r  fo u r t e e n , we see  B u rta l g lo o m ily  s tu d y in g
the sym bolism  o f  m ed ieva l b e s t i a r i e s ,
a h u r i, devant s e s  l i v r e s  e t  s e s  c a l e p in s ,  en q u ête  d 'u n  f i l  
con d u cteu r , perdu  danb c e t  amas de te x t e s  c o n t r a d i c t o i r e s  
accum ulés devan t l u i .  ( 1 1 , 1 9 7 )
N e v e rth e le ss , an in te rm in a b le  ca ta lo g u e  from  these n o teb ook s  i s  
then re e le d  o f f ,  t y p ic a l  o f  the dogged s cru p u lo u sn e ss  c o n s ta n t ly
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shown by the a u th or whose b e w ild e r in g ly  d e t a i l e d  in v e n t o r ie s  
cause B . B essède to  n ote
dans ce  ch r is t ia n ism e  d 'a u t o d id a c t e  un c b t e ,  d i r a i t - o n ,  
b u re a u cra tiq u e . I l  r e c e n s e ,  i l  d re s s e  des b i l a n s ,  i l  a 
b e so in  d 'a v o i r  des p iè c e s  co m p ta b le s . ( 2 0 )
G iven th a t both  Huysmans and many c r i t i c s  a re  p rep ared  to
adm it th a t  La C ath édra le  and L 'O b i a t  a re  o n ly  v e r y  n om in a lly
n o v e ls ,  i t  would seem ra th e r  a r t i f i c i a l  to  t r e a t  th ese  works
in d iv id u a l ly  as p ie c e s  o f  f i c t i o n ,  w h ile  e x c lu d in g  S a in te  Lvdwine
and Les F ou les  de Lourdes from  c o n s id e r a t io n  a l t o g e t h e r .  B esid es
one may w e ll  f in d  Huysmans' a ttem p t a t  h a g iog ra p h y  in  S a in te
Lvdwlne ra th e r  more s t r ik in g  and o r i g i n a l  than h is  h a l f -h e a r t e d
e f f o r t s  a t  f i c t i o n  in  h is  l a s t  two n o v e l s .  In  a s im i la r  way,
by abandoning the uneasy m ixtu re  o f  f a c t  and f i c t i o n  f o r  a more
s tra ig h t fo r w a rd  e x e r c is e  in  we11-docu m en ted  r e p o r t a g e ,  he produced
a more re a d a b le  book in  Les F o u le s  de L o u rd e s . I t  seems most
u s e fu l ,  th en , to  ce n tre  the rem ain der o f  t h i s  d is c u s s io n  o f  the
f i c t i o n a l  a s p e c ts  o f  h is  r e l i g i o u s  w r it in g s  on En r o u te  —  'c e
l i v r e  qu i tranche en deux ma v i e ' .  (2 1  )
L ik e  La C a th é d ra le . En r o u te  was in te n d e d  to  be a d id a c t ic
w ork. In  l e t t e r s  to  Lorn K ich e a u , Huysmans sa y s  the book i s  n ot
aimed a t  C a th o lic s  but ' l e  monde i n t e l l e c t u e l  de P a r i s ' .  In  t h e i r
s ic k n e s s  n o n -b e l ie v e r s  w i l l  f in d  i t  a 'v o m i t i f  d '& m e ', a 'm édecine
de c h e v a l ' .  (2 2 )  In  o th e r  w ord s , he a d d re s s e s  h is  p u b l ic  'm oins
pour l u i  p la ir e  que pour l e  c o n v e r t i r ' .  ( 2 3 )  In  a d d it io n ,  h ow ever ,
l e  l i v r e  e s t  en tiè rem en t s in c è r e .  C 'e s t  une v r a ie  c o n fe s s io n  
d'&me, un e s s a i  de c é l é b r e r  l a  s p le n d e u r  des l i t u r g i e s ,  l ' a r t  
adm irable  de l ' é g l i s e .  (2 4 )
T h is s t r o n g  c o n fe s s io n a l  e lem en t i s  what m ost o b v io u s ly  d is t in g ­
u ish e s  En ro u te  from  the o th e r  r e l i g i o u s  w ork s . (2 5 )  Y et the book
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i s  more than tran sposed  a u to b io g ra p h y . S a c  au dos co u ld  a f t e r  
a l l  be p la ce d  in  t h is  c a t e g o r y . The d i f f e r e n c e  between the two 
works i s  n o t  sim p ly  th a t  the f i r s t  d e a ls  w ith  a  p ro fa n e  s u b je c t  
in  a  b u rlesqu e  manner, w h ile  the l a t e r  w ork  t r e a t s  the sa cred  
co m p le te ly  s e r i o u s ly .  In  En ro u te  the a u t h o r 's  c o n fe s s io n  i s  
n o t  sim ply, re co rd e d  a f t e r  the ev e n t b u t in  a sen se  en a cted  through  
the p ro ce ss  o f  w r i t in g .  I t  i s  w e ll  known th a t Huysmans' co n v e rs io n  
was’ in  p a r t  brou gh t a bou t by h is  q u e st f o r  new m a te r ia l f o r  a  b o o k .
On m eetin g  h is  f i r s t  s p i r i t u a l  d i r e c t o r ,  the abbé M ugnier, in  May 
1 8 9 1 , he a l l e g e d ly  s a id !
Je v a is  p u b l ie r  en volum e, un l i v r e  sa ta n iq u e , p le in  de 
m esses n o i r e s .  Je veux en f a i r e  un  a u tre  qui s e ra  b la n c .
Mais i l  e s t  n é c e s s a ir e  que j e  me b la n c h is s e  moi-mëme.
A vez-vou s du c h lo r e  pour mon SLme? (2 6 )
There co u ld  h a rd ly  be a more s t r ik in g  exam ple  o f  l i t e r a t u r e
le a d in g  l i f e ,  o f  the s i t u a t io n  c r e a te d  a c c o r d in g  to  the terms o f
the n a t u r a l is t  'p r o c è s - v e r b a l '  o r  'rom an e x p é r im e n ta l ' s e t t in g  in
m otion n o t  m erely  the c h a r a c te r s ,  but th e  a u th or h im s e l f .  ( 2 7 )
S t r i c t l y  sp e a k in g , th ese  o b s e r v a t io n s  a p p ly  more to  the
i n i t i a l  v e r s io n  o f  En ro u te  d is c o v e r e d  a f t e r  the a u t h o r 's  death
and p u b lish ed  in  19 6 5 , under the t i t l e  L a -h a u t . than to  the
f in is h e d  n o v e l .  In  t h is  e a r ly  d r a f t ,  D u r t a l ,  who t e c h n ic a l ly
rem ains an u n b e l ie v e r ,  adm its!
D ieu  n 'e s t  qu 'un  p i s - a l l e r ,  une v o i e  qu i m 'in té r e s s e  
ju stem en t parce  que c ' e s t  c e l l e  q u e  j e  con n a is  l e  m oins.
( L a -h a u t .  Casterm an, T ou rn a i, 1965 , p .9 1 )
The e x p lo r a t o r y  e x p e r ie n ce s  o f  Là-haut a r e  abandoned once the 
author has d e f i n i t e l y  com m itted h im s e lf  t o  the Church. (2 8 )
W hile the p r o s t i t u t e  F lo re n ce  appears a s  a d e v i l i s h  sexual 
tem ptress in  En r o u t e , her appeal i s  p r im a r i ly  to  D u r ta l 's
im a g in a t io n , s in c e  she i s  n ever  p re s e n te d  in  p e rso n . In  La-haut
how ever, f a r  more apace i s  p r o p o r t io n a t e ly  d ev o ted  t o  t h is  
ch a ra cte r  and to  'L a  B a t a i l le  c h a m e l l e '  (a s  Huysmane co n s id e r e d  
c a l l i n g  th is  d r a f t ) ,  th a t am biva len t pow er o f  the f l e s h  w h ich  i s  
a p e c u lia r  p re o c cu p a t io n  both  o f  n a tu r a lis m  and a c e r t a in  m orbid  
r e l i g i o s i t y .  Her sexu al p e r v e r s io n s , though n ever  d e s c r ib e d  
e x p l i c i t l y ,  c o n s ta n t ly  p reoccu py  D u r t a l ,  and she a ppears d i r e c t l y  
( e . g .  p . 1 3 2 f f . ) ,  d ra in in g  him w ith  h e r  s i n i s t e r  p le a s u r e s  —
'l e s  p e rte s  f lu id iq u e s  a v a ie n t é t é  im m enses' ( p .7 2 )  the a u th o r  
n o te s , r e f e r r i n g  i t  seems n o t  to  any p h y s ic a l  l o s s  o f  f l u i d  but 
to  a q u a si-m ag i c a l  n o tio n  o f  sexu a l e n e r g y . This d e v ic e  o f  l in k in g  
the p s y c h o lo g ic a l  o r  p h y s io lo g ic a l  w ith  's u p e r n a t u r a l ' n o t io n s  i s  
fre q u e n t ly  u s e d  in  En r o u t e , as Huysmans moves away from  the 
v iew p oin t t h a t  p resen ts  the human organ ism  in  terms o f  an in t e r n a l  
system  o f  e q u i l ib r iu m  (th e  n a t u r a l is t  m achine fu n c t io n in g  a c c o r d in g  
to  'a p p e t i t e '  o r  an in t e r a c t io n  o f  m ind and body) tow ards a p seu d o - 
m edieval n o s t a l g i a  which sees  the s o u l  as the prey  o f  e x te r n a l  
powers (C h r is t  and Satan) and the body  ( e s p e c i a l l y  in  the ca se  o f  
Huysmans' s u f f e r i n g  s a in t s )  aB a ta p e s t r y  on w hich the d e s t in y  o f  
the C h r is t ia n  u n iv erse  i s  woven. Thus i f  D u rta l e x p e r ie n c e s  an 
e r o t i c  dream in  En r o u t e , the 'p s y c h o l o g i c a l '  e x p la n a t io n  o f  
u n con sciou s  se x u a l d e s ir e  i s  n o t  even  c o n s id e r e d : he i s  s a id  to  
be a s s a ile d  by  a 'form e f lu id iq u e ' ( En r o u t e . 1 1 ,4 8 ) ,  to  be the 
prey o f  a s u ccu b u s . S im ila r ly ,  when torm ented  by r e l i g i o u s  s c r u p le s  
he i s  's o u s  l e  coup d 'u n e attaqu e d é m o n ia q u e !' ( i l , 1 17 )«
The i n d e c i s iv e  voyage to  La S a le t t e  w hich ends the fragm en t 
L i  -h a u t becom es the c r u c ia l  jou rn ey  t o  La Trappe in  the secon d  
p a rt o f  En r o u t e , where D urtal a c c e p ts  b oth  the l i t e r a l  p re se n ce  
o f  the D e v il and the s p i r i t u a l  a u t h o r it y  o f  the Church by making 
h is  c o n fe s s io n  and tak in g  the communion. T h is r e c o v e r y  o f  an
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e x te rn a l sen se  o f  d i r e c t i o n  i s  perhaps r e f l e c t e d  in  the s t r u c tu r e  
o f  En r o u t e . The f i r s t  p a r t ,  s e t  in  P a r is ,  seems w i l f u l l y  in c o h e r e n t .  
'Sans f o r c e  pour r é a g i r ,  i l  se  r e g a r d a it  c o u l e r ' (1 ,1 3 5 )*  ve a re  
t o ld  o f  D u r ta l , who appears as a  s o r t  o f  s c re e n  on to  w hich a f l u x  
o f  images i s  p r o je c t e d  —  o b s e r v a t io n s  o f  r e l i g i o u s  ce re m o n ie s , 
r e f l e c t i o n s  on r e l i g i o u s  a r t  and b e l i e f ,  c o n v e r s a t io n s  and so  o n .
The second p a r t ,  on the o th e r  hand , f o l l o w s  a s im p le  c h r o n o lo g ic a l  
p a tte rn : ea ch  ch a p ter  r e c o u n ts  one day o f  D u r ta l ' s w ee k -lo n g  s ta y  
a t  Notre-Dame de l 'A t r e ,  d u r in g  w hich  he b e g in s  to  subm it to  the 
d is c ip l in e  o f  a r e l i g i o u s  com m unity. T h is  c o n t r a s t  may e x p la in  
why Alphonse Daudet a p p a re n tly  c o n s id e r e d  ' l e s  c e n t  p rem ières  pages 
d 'En Route de Euysmans m o r t e l l e s ,  mais sa  Trappe s u p e r b e '.  (2 9 )
The op en in g  ch a p ters  o f  En ro u te  do s u f f e r  from  a d i f fu s e n e s s  
to  which th e  e a r l i e r  n o v e ls  are a l s o  p ro n e . In  ch a p te r  on e ,
D urtal i s  s a id  to  'r S v a s s e r  dans l e  v i d e '  in  S a in t -S u lp ic e  ( 1 , 3 0 ) ;  
in  ch a p ters  two and th ree  no r e a l  a ttem pt i s  made to  p la ce  him 
to p o g r a p h ic a l ly  ( h i s  arm chair app ears b r i e f l y  as a p ro p , 1 ,4 0 )  
as he wanders a im le s s ly  round C a th o lic is m  ( 1 , 67 ) ,  in te rm in a b ly  
d eb a tin g  i t s  is s u e s  w ith  h im s e l f  ( l , 6 7 ,  1 ,7 2 )  as he t r i e s  to  
answer the q u e s tio n  a t  the b e g in n in g  o f  ch a p te r  tw o: 'Comment 
é t a i t - i l  redeven u  c a t h o l iq u e ,  comment en é t a i t - i l  a r r iv é  l à ? '  ( 1 , 3 1 )• 
This n a r r a t iv e  in co h e re n ce  can perhaps be J u s t i f i e d  as a v e h i c l e  
f o r  the c h a r a c t e r 's  p h y s ic a l  and s p i r i t u a l  d isp la ce m e n t: o n ly  
when he g a in s  h is  m onk's c e l l  in  p a r t  two do we see  the h ero  as 
much more than a f l e e t i n g  s p e c t a t o r  o f  r e l i g i o u s  ceremony and h is  
own th o u g h ts . N e v e r th e le s s , t h i s  r e fu s a l  to  im pose a s e q u e n t ia l  
n a rra t iv e  on the book runs the r i s k  o f  c r e a t in g  a haphazard Jum ble.
In  La C a th é d ra le , the op e n in g  ch a p te r  w hich b eg in s  w ith  a 
m a g n ifice n t  e v o c a t io n  o f  dawn b re a k in g  in  the ca th e d ra l seen  as
a l i v i n g ,  l i f e - g i v i n g  e n t i t y ,  i e  u n n e c e s s a r i ly  fragm en ted  by a 
le n g th y  p a re n th e s is  on Durt a l ' s voyage to  La S a le t t e .  H e re , in  
f a c t ,  one b e g in s  to  s u sp e c t  th a t  the in co h e re n ce  o f  the th re e  
r e l i g i o u s  n o v e ls  i s  n o t  due to  the a u t h o r 's  d e s i r e  to  ig n o r e  o r  
d ism iss  the con v en tion s  o f  r e a l i s t  f i c t i o n  as a  m od ern ist  n ov e l 
m igh t, but on the co n tra ry  to  the f a c t  th a t he c lu m s ily  i n s i s t s  
on r e t a in in g  n o t io n s  o f  c h a r a c te r  o r  s e t t in g  when they h ave  no 
v a l id  fu n c t io n .  Thus he i s  n o t  c o n te n t  to  d e s c r ib e  ' l e s  
s o le n n e l le s  tén èbres de l a  f o r â t  t i è d e '  ( La C a th é d ra le . 1 , 9 ) ,  
but f e e l s  co n s tra in e d  to  t e l l  us th a t  D u rta l i s  the a g e n t  o b se rv in g  
th is  s p e c t a c le ,  what p ro g e ss  he has been  making r e c e n t ly ,  and so 
f o r t h .  One i s  c e r t a in ly  in c l in e d  to  r e j e c t  the f i c t i o n a l  
e x c re s ce n c e s  o f  La C athédrale  and L 'O b i a t  in  t h is  way. Though 
Euysmans perhaps makes more e f f o r t  t o  in t e g r a t e  f a c t  i n t o  a 
f i c t i o n a l  s e t t in g  in  the secon d  n o v e l —  t r a n s fe r r in g  th e  
m onastery o f  L igugé on w hich L 'O b ia t  i s  based to  Burgundy, f o r  
in s ta n ce  —  n e v e r t h e le s s ,  h is  g e s tu r e s  tow ards f i c t i o n  te n d  to  
be d e r i s o r y .  One example v e rg e s  on s e l f -p a r o d y ,  as D u rta l 
p ro v id e s  a 'p s y c h o lo g i c a l '  e x p la n a t io n  f o r  the in te rm in a b le  
ca ta lo g u e s  o f  m isce lla n e o u s  in fo rm a t io n  w hich f i l l  up th e  n o v e l 's  
pages by com p la in in g :
Quel malheur to u t  de máme que d 'a v o i r  une bob ine  dan s l a
c e r v e l le  e t  de se d é v id e r  a in s i  ses  r é c e n te s  l e c t u r e s !
( L 'O b la t . 1 ,1 8 1 )
E lsew here he r e g r e ts  in  s im i la r  fa s h io n  'ma manie de s o l i l o q u e r  
à bâtons rom pus' ( L 'O b la t . 1 ,2 8 5 ) .
Huysmans thus o c c a s io n a l ly  appears to  be u n d e r l in in g  the 
v e ry  em ptin ess o f  such m echanism s, draw ing a t t e n t io n  t o  t h is  
'th ém atiqu e v i d e ' .  But th is  o n ly  makes c l e a r e r  the c o n t r a d ic t io n  
in  h is  a t t it u d e  towards the s t r u c tu r e  o f  co n v e n t io n a l f i c t i o n ,
h is  r e fu s a l  t o  g iv e  up in v e n t io n  even when the g r a tu ito u s n e s s  o f  
what i s  in v e n te d  becom es more and more a p p a re n t. The n o v e ls  a ls o  
r e v e a l a r a th e r  more c o m p lic a te d  s o r t  o f  u n c e r ta in ty  w hich  can 
perhaps be d e s c r ib e d  by f o c u s in g  on two o f  the main a s p e c ts  o f  
n a tu ra lism : f i r s t l y ,  the n a tu re  o f  man and h is  p la ce  in  the 
w o r ld ; s e c o n d ly , the i m p l i c i t  a ssu m p tion  th a t  lan gu age u sed  as 
a p l a s t i c ,  t a c t i l e  medium i s  adequ ate  to  e x p re ss  e x p e r ie n c e , 
even when e x p e r ie n ce  i s  o f  an a b s t r a c t  ra th e r  than a m a te r ia l  
n a tu re . Huysmans e s s e n t i a l l y  m oves between two extrem es as f a r  
as both  o f  th ese  a s p e c t s  are c o n c e rn e d : on the one hand, he may 
cla im  to  r e j e c t  r a t i o n a l i s t  n o t io n s  o f  p s y c h o lo g y , deny the 
power o f  lan gu age to  e x p re ss  th e  i n e f f a b l e ,  and in  f a c t  c la im  to  
stand  o u ts id e  the m a te r ia l  w o r ld ; and y e t  a t  the same tim e h is  
own language and the u n d e r ly in g  a t t i t u d e s  i t  s u g g e s ts  w i l l  tend 
to  in v a l id a t e  a l l  th ese  d e n i a l s .
In  L à -h au t Huysmans c a t e g o r i c a l l y  r e j e c t s  the p s y ch o -  
p h y s io lo g ica l in t e r p r e t a t io n  w h ich  red u ces  r e l i g i o u s  a s p ir a t io n s  
to  n ervous o r  p h y s ic a l  d i s o r d e r s :
on ne g u é r i t  pas l e s  fa im s  de l'&me a vec  de l 'h é m o g lo b in e
e t  du f e r ;  l 'o n  ne 1* é l o ig n e  pas l 'S t r e  humain de l ' é g l i s e
avec d es d o u ch e s .*"( p .7 8 )
In  th eory  a t  l e a s t  he thus rem oves h im s e lf  from  the a cco u n t  o f  a 
c o n v e rs io n  w hich one f in d s  in  th e  G o n co u rts ' Madame G e r v a ls a is  
( 1869 ) ,  where the o n s e t  o f  con su m ption  and r e l i g i o u s  e c s t a s y  are 
s k i l f u l l y ,  i f  m a l i c i o u s ly ,  i n t e r l in k e d .  (3 0 )  En ro u te  a ga in  
s t a t e s  e x p l i c i t l y  th a t  ' l a  p s y c h o lo g ie  de l a  co n v e rs io n  ( e s t )  
n u l l e '  (1 ,3 3 )•  L a te r  in  the book  the p h y s io lo g ic a l  v iew  o f  man 
i s  even p resen ted  as a d i a b o l i c  te m p ta tio n , a w i l f u l  r e d u c t io n  o f  
the s p i r i t u a l ,  as a S a ta n ic  v o i c e  w h isp ers  in  L u r t a l 's  e a r  ' l e s  
m ystiques s o n t  des aném o-rnerveux. .  . ' ( i l ,  1 8 5 ) .  Y *t Huysmans
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h iB B elf cannot h e lp  succum bing to  th is  te m p ta t io n , a t  l e a s t  on 
the l e v e l  o f  m etaphor: co n v e rs io n  i s  com pared to  the p r o c e s s  o f  
d ig e s t io n  ( 1 , 3 2 ) ;  m ysticism  i s  even com pared w ith  p h y s io lo g y  ( l , 1 3 8 ) ,  
as a 's c i e n c e  absolum ent e x a c t e ' ( 1 ,1 3 7 ) .  What he s e p a r a te s  w ith  
one hand, he J o in s  w ith  the o t h e r .
C o n v e rs io n , in  a s e n s e , a llo w s  Huysmans to  in t e g r a t e  the 
m a te r ia l w orld  in t o  a h ig h e r  o r d e r . (3 1 )  But the a c q u i s i t i o n  o f  
b e l i e f  does n o t  a llo w  h is  h e ro  to  a ch ie v e  in t e g r a t io n  w ith in  the 
m a te r ia l w o r ld . On the c o n tr a r y , Euysmans puts forw a rd  a  t r a d i t i o n a l  
m y s t ica l view  w hich prea ch es  a b n eg a tion  o f  m atter and the f l e s h  
and d is s o lu t io n  o f  the s e l f  in t o  the d i v i n i t y .  (3 2 )  Thus in  
En r o u te  we have the abbé G é v r e s in 's  c u r io u s ly  ob scen e  d is m is s a l  
o f  se x u a l l o v e :
Perdre son âme pou r l e  p l a i s i r  de p r o je t e r  un peu de 
boue h ors de s o i ,  ca r  c ' e s t  c e la  v o t r e  amour humain! 
q u e l le  démence! ( l , 1 2 0 )
In the same n o v e l ,  the e la b o r a te  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  a c l o t h in g  
cerem ony in  ch a p ter  e ig h t  o f  p a r t  one d e l i b e r a t e ly  em ph asises 
th is  d y in g  to  the w orld  as the id e a l  o f  the r e l i g i o u s  e x p e r ie n c e ,  
w ith  i t s  in s is t e n c e  on ' l e  s u a ire  r e l i g i e u x '  o f  the p o s t u la n t  ( l , 209) ,  
on the nuns who resem ble  'une rangée de ca d a v r e s ' ( 1 ,2 1 1 ) .
B roth er Sim éon, the s a in t ly  sw ineherd  o f  En r o u t e , p r o v id e s  
a n oth er  f o r c e fu l  exam ple o f  such  r e n u n c ia t io n . E is  ' s a n c ta  
s im p l i c i t a s ' may su g g e s t  in v o lu n ta ry  comedy (when h is  s p e c t a c le s  
g e t  d i r t y  he fe a r s  he i s  g o in g  b l in d )  o r  a ra th e r  fo r c e d  n o s t a lg ia  
f o r  the M iddle Ages and i t s  m arvels (h e  cu res  h is  p ig s  by s p r in k l in g  
them w ith  h o ly  w a te r ) ,  but n e v e r th e le s s  he r e p r e s e n ts  a model o f  
an i s o l a t i o n  from  the w orld  f a r  more im p en etra b le  in  i t s  u n th in k in g  
in n ocen ce  than th a t o f  a des E s s e in t e s .  Y et f o r  the s o p h is t i c a t e d  
D urtal such a r e t r e a t  rem ains an i m p o s s ib i l i t y .  We may read  th a t
v>
l e  b o n h e u r^ co n s is te  ce r ta in e m e n t à  8 tre  in t e r n é  dans 
un l i e u  t r è s  fe rm é , dans une p r is o n  b ien  c l o s e ,  où 
une c h a p e l le  e s t  to u jo u r s  o u v e r t e . . .  (1 1 ,1 6 7 )
when such a s p ir a t io n s  tow ards t o t a l  c la u s t r a t io n  w ith  an o u t l e t
d i r e c t l y  to  the s p i r i t u a l  rem ain p u re ly  u top ia n  and n o s t a l g i c .  (3 3 )
D u rta l i s  l e f t  w ondering 'o ù  se  r é f u g i e r ? '  a t  the end o f  En r o u te
(1 1 ,3 1 4 ) ,  w h ile  L 'O b la t  goes  on to  dem onstrate th a t  f a r  from
b e in g  a s o c i a l  model as En ro u te  n a iv e ly  supposes ( 1 1 ,2 8 7 ) ,  the
m onastery i s  the scen e  both  o f  in t e r n a l  c o n f l i c t s  and o f  e x te r n a l
p o l i t i c a l  p r e s s u r e s . D u rta l i s  f i n a l l y  f o r c i b l y  b rou gh t back to
the w or ld .
Huysmans' language a ls o  o s c i l l a t e s  between a r e n u n c ia t io n  
o f  words and a fa s c in a t io n  w ith  m a t e r ia l ,  sen su a l d e t a i l s  w hich 
on the co n tr a r y  in d ic a t e s  an i n a b i l i t y  to  escape m a tte r . D u r t a l 's  
co n v e rs io n  has in  f a c t  been e f f e c t e d  through h is  s e n s e s , a c c o r d in g  
to  the abbé G év res in  ( En r o u t e . 1 ,1 2 4 ) .  Even when he takes the 
communion, th ere  i s  an in s i s t e n c e  on the p h y s ica l  te x tu re  o f  the 
w a fe r , w hich  s t i c k s  to  the p a la te  and has to  be u n r o l le d  by the 
tongue b e fo r e  ' l a  d é g lu t i t i o n  d 'u n  D ie u ' can p a in fu l ly  take p la c e .
As D urtal r e f l e c t s ,  ' c ' é t a i t  e n co re  t r o p  m a t é r i e l ! '  ( En r o u t e . 1 1 ,1 2 8 ) .  
When Huysmans comes to  re c o u n t  some o f  the more im p ortan t su p er­
n a tu ra l e x p e r ie n ce s  in  En r o u t e , how ever, he may g iv e  up the 
a ttem p t, s t a t in g  th a t the i n e f f a b le  i s  by d e f i n i t i o n  in e x p r e s s ib l e :
Ce f u t  in e x p r im a b le ; -  ca r  r ie n  ne peut ren d re  l e s  
a n x ié t é s ,  l e s  a n g o is s e s  de c e t  é t a t  par le q u e l  i l  
fa u t  a v o ir  p assé  pour l e  com prendre. (1 1 ,1 9 1 -9 2 )
But g e n e r a l ly  he s t r i v e s  to  e la b o r a te  on the v iew  th a t  D urtal
i s  l i t e r a l l y  the b a tt le g r o u n d  o f  God, the D ev il and man ( I 1 , 1 6 0 ) .
The r e s u l t  i s  th a t  the s e l f  becom es an empty s p a c e , where f e e l i n g
o r  thought g iv e s  way to  the p la y  o f  a b s t r a c t  n o t io n s  g iv e n  c o n c r e te
fo rm . As D u rta l rem arks, in  a B au d ela irean  im age,
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Je s u ie  comme l e  l i t i e r e  d 'u n  c i r q u e , %p i e t in e  p a r  to u te s
l e s  d o u le u rs  qui s o r t e n t  e t  r e n t r e n t  à to u r  de r & le .  ( l l , 1 9 5 ) ( 3 4 )
But the f o r c e s  w hich a s s a i l  D urtal have n e it h e r  an a l l e g o r i c a l  
n or a p o e t i c  a p p e a l; th ey  are p re se n te d  w ith  a r e d u c t iv e  l i t e r a l ­
n e s s . Doubt and s c r u p le s  are the work o f  S a ta n , who a p p e a rs  in  
person  ( ' l e  bourreau  e n tra  en s c è n e ',  1 1 ,1 9 8 ) ;  the s o u l  and body 
are f e l t  as s e p a r a te , 'T r è s  n ettem en t, t r è s  c la ir e m e n t ' ( i l , 1 9 8 ) .
Y et in  n e it h e r  ca se  i s  th ere  any r e a l  a ttem p t t o  e x p lo r e  such  
se n sa t io n s  beyond the v e r y  co n v e n t io n a l use o f  'm y s t i c a l '  im agery :
l 'â m e  trem bla  to u t  e n t i è r e ,  v o u lu t  f u i r ,  t o u r b i l lo n n a  a in s i  
qu 'u n  o is e a u  qui se  cogne aux v i t r e s ,  ( i l , 198)
F in a l ly ,  Buysmans i s  f o r c e d  to  c o n c lu d e : ' c e  f u t  in é n a r r a b le ' ( 1 1 ,1 9 8 ) .
What one se e s  in  such  c o n fe s s io n a l  s ce n e s  in  En r o u te  i s  a
c o n t r a d ic t io n  between the a u t h o r 's  l it e r a lm in d e d n e s s  and the
e s s e n t ia l l y  in t a n g ib le  n atu re  o f  the e x p e r ie n c e  he s e t s  o u t to
d e s c r ib e .  (3 5 )  U lt im a te ly  he r e a l i s e s  th a t he la c k s  th e  l i n g u i s t i c
re s o u rc e s  to  con vey  such e x p e r ie n ce s  d i r e c t l y  and r e s o r t s  to
melodrama o r  a p p ea ls  to  the i n e x p r e s s ib l e .  (3 8 )  As we s h a l l  s e e ,
Huysmans c e r t a in ly  seems more c o m fo r ta b le  when he can p re s e n t  the
su p e rn a tu ra l, n o t  as the d i r e c t  e x p e r ie n ce  o f  h is  a u t o b io g r a p h ic a l
h e ro , bu t as a  p a s t ich e  o f  m edieval c o n c e p t io n s  o f  th e  m a rv e llo u s .
To con c lu d e  th ese  comments on En r o u t e . th en , the i d e a l  o f
'n a tu ra lism e  m y stiq u e ' h a rd ly  seems t o  be r e a l i s e d .  On the
co n tr a r y , 'm y s t iq u e ' a t  i t s  h ig h e s t  i s  s a id  to  e s ca p e  a n a ly s is :  -
the m y stic  and m ysticism  are o u ts id e  the w o r ld  d e f in e d  by
n a tu ra lism . N a tu r a lis t  language w ith  i t s  em phasis on the
m a te r ia l te x tu r e  o f  o b j e c t s ,  and n a t u r a l i s t  p s y c h o lo g y  w ith
i t s  m o n is t ic  c o n c e p t io n  o f  man are seen  n o t  as d e v ic e s  w hich
m ight g iv e  the im m ateria l ta n g ib le  m e ta p h o r ica l fo rm , but as
dangerous f o r c e s  w hich s im p ly  e x p la in  away the r e l i g i o u s
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e x p e r ie n ce . And y e t ,  as h o s t i l e  c r i t i c s  o b s e r v e d , (3 7 )  Huysmans 
seems to  have subm itted  a l l  too  r e a d i ly  to  th ese  d a n g e rs .
Not s u r p r i s in g ly ,  p erh ap s , c e r t a in  c r i t i c s  v a lu e  En ro u te  
p r in c ip a l ly  as an a u to b io g ra p h ica l  s ta tem en t. A r a th e r  n ebu lou s  
n o t io n  o f  p e rs o n a l a u t h e n t ic i t y  tends to  co n c e a l  the sh ortcom in gs  
o f  Huysmans' e n t e r p r is e .  (3 8 )  Y et the e n t e r p r is e  i t s e l f ,  o f  
com bining in  a  f i c t i o n a l  framework the drama o f  an in d iv id u a l  
co n s c ie n ce  w ith  a C h r is t ia n  e x e g e s is  o f  the u n iv e r s e ,  has been 
s u c c e s s fu l ly  undertaken by  o th er  n o v e l i s t s  —  the m ost im m ediate 
example contem porary w ith  Huysmans b e in g  Leon B lo y . (3 9 )  The two 
authors share a s u p e r f i c i a l  s im i la r i t y  in  the p o le m ica l  v ir u le n c e  
w ith  w hich th ey  exp ress  t h e i r  d is l ik e  o f  m ost o f  hum anity, but 
Huysmans' d o g g e d ly  p e d a n t ic  and a e s t h e t i c  trea tm en t o f  C a th o lic is m  
( c a u s t i c a l l y  d ism issed  by B loy in  a rev iew  o f  La C ath ed ra le  and 
in  h is  n o v e l La Femme o a u v re ) (4 0 ) i s  r e p la c e d  in  B loy  by an 
a p o c a ly p t ic  fe r v o u r  and a  paran oiac verve  v e r g in g  on m ania. (B oth  
Conor C ru ise  O 'B rie n  and H en r ie tte  P s ic h a r i  n o te  the 'v e n t  de 
f o l i e '  in  h is  w o rk .)  (4 1 )  S lo y 's  h ero  M a rch en o ir , we are t o ld  
in  La Femme o a u v re . 'n a t u r a l i s a i t  1 ' I n f in i  dans l e s  co n v e rs a t io n s  
le s  p lu s o r d i n a i r e s ',  (4 2 )  and th is  p r o je c t  i s  g e n u in e ly  a ch ie v e d  
in  h is  two n o v e l s ,  where c e r t a in  passages b r i l l i a n t l y  com bine the 
co n cre te  and everyd ay  w ith  a u n iv e rs a l sym bolism . The most mundane 
e p iso d e  o r  g e s tu re  in  f a c t  e x e m p lif ie s  an e p ic  C h r is t ia n  drama, (4 3 )  
whereas in  Huysmans' r e l i g i o u s  n o v e ls  the e v e n ts  o f  everyday l i f e  
appear more and more as in t r u s iv e  d i s t r a c t i o n s ,  weak e ch oes  o f  
h is  e a r l i e r  w ork s . (4 4 )
B lo y , o f  c o u r s e , p r o fe s s e d  a lo a t h in g  f o r  n a tu ra lism , 
d ism iss in g  Z o l a 's  n ove l Lourdes (1 8 9 4 ) , f o r  in s t a n c e ,  w ith
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c h a r a c t e r is t i c  s c a t o l o g i c a l  in v e c t iv a i
C 'e s t  un peu f o r t  to u t  de même que ce  b is o n  s o i t  admis 
à d ép oser son paqu et de f i e n t e  s u r  une grande c h o s e , 
qui nous a f a i t  s a u te r  l e s  larm es aux yeux! (4 5 )
B loy  may w e ll ape the lan gu age o f  n a tu r a lis m , and c a ir y  i t s
p re o ccu p a tio n  w ith  b o d i ly  p ro c e s s e s  t o  c a r i c a t u r a l  e x tre m e s ,
but n e v e r th e le s s  the d iv id e  between a  hum anitarian  w r it e r  l ik e
Z o la , who denounces 'c e t t e  r é v o lt a n t e  g l o r i f i c a t i o n  de l a
s o u ff r a n c e ' p r o fe s s e d  by C a th o lic is m , ( 46 ) and B lo y , f o r  whom
'T ou te  chose t e r r e s t r e  e s t  ordonnée p o u r  l a  D o u le u r ',  (4 7 )  must
be s t r e s s e d . T h is s e c t i o n  w i l l  lo o k  in  p a r t ic u la r  a t  the r o l e  o f
s u f f e r in g  in  Huysmans' r e l i g i o u s  w r i t in g s .  L ike B lo y , he a dh eres
to  an e s p e c ia l l y  v i r u l e n t ,  d o l o r i s t  v e r s io n  o f  C a th o lic is m ,
ca te g o r is e d  by R ich ard  G r i f f i t h s  as a  key  p a r t  o f  the 'r e a c t i o n a r y
r e v o lu t i o n ',  o r  as the 'v i o l e n t  m y s t iq u e ' by J oyce  L o w rie . ( 48 )
Huysmans w r ite s  in  L 'O b la t :
to u te
Au fo n d , pour d ire j^ la  v é r i t é ,  l a  sem aine p e in eu se  
é t a i t  c e l l e  qu i co n v e n a it  l e  m ieux à se s  a s p ir a t io n s  
e t  à se s  g o û ts ;  i l  ne v o y a i t  b ie n  N otre S e ign eu r q u 'e n  
c r o ix  e t  l a  V ie r g e  en la rm e s . La 'p i e t a '  s u r g i s s a i t  
devant l u i  avan t l a  c r è c h e , ( i l , 7 3 ) (4 9 )
In  B lo y 's  Le D é s e s p é ré , the h e ro in e  V éron iqu e has a l l  h er
te e th  p u lle d  o u t to  p re v e n t M arch en oir f e e l i n g  d e s ir e  f o r  h e r .
Huysmans d e s c r ib e s  a m ed ieval s a in t  who c a u te r is e d  h er g e n i t a l s
w ith  burning c o a ls  w ith  the hope o f  e x t i r p a t in g  sexu a l l o n g in g ;
a s im ila r  o p e ra t io n  i s  perform ed w ith  s e a l in g  wax in  Barbey
d 'A u r e v i l ly '8  Les D ia b o l iq u e s . R eg a rd in g  such in c id e n t s ,
Low rie remarks a p o l o g e t i c a l l y  th a t in  th ese  a u th ors
th ere i s  a c e r t a in  in d u lg en ce  in  v e rb a l v io le n c e  th a t 
seem s, a lm o s t , t o  be in  c o m p l ic i t y  w ith  v i o l e n c e .  ( 50 )
Some o f  the c r i t i c i s m s  a g a in s t  w hich she t r i e s  to  defen d  Barbey
m ight e q u a lly  be a p p lie d  to  Huysmans. She warns o f  the danger
o f  d w e llin g  d is p r o p o r t io n a t e ly  on the more l u r id  ex tra v a g a n ces
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o f  Bar b e y '■ work (51)|  f o r  B arbey , Satan i s  n o t  'a  l i t e r a l  and 
o th e rw o r ld ly  m on ster ' —  he ' 1 b the p e r v e r s e , e v i l ,  and s a d i s t i c  
w ith in  m an '. C a th o lic ism  i s  a sen su a l r e l i g i o n ,  em phasising in  
the d o c tr in e  o f  the In ca rn a tio n  the assum ption  o f  s p i r i t  as 
f l e s h ,  and s o  f o r  Baxbeys
Though h is  dramas are e s s e n t i a l l y  s p i r i t u a l  dramas, they are 
lo c a t e d  in  the p h y s ica l  b o d ie s  o f  h is  h e ro e s  and h e r o in e s . ( 3 2 )
Y et L o w r ie 's  own summaries o f  the s t o r i e s  in  L es D ia b o liq u es
su g g est the a b su rd ity  o f  c a l l i n g  th ese  s a d i s t i c  e x e r c is e s  in
decadence 's p i r i t u a l  d ra m a s '. G r i f f i t h s 's  assessm en t o f  B arbey 's
C a th o lic ism  as e s s e n t ia l l y  a l i t e r a r y  p ose  w hich  adds z e s t  to  h is
penchant f o r  the macabre seems l e s s  f a r - f e t c h e d .  (3 3 )
I f  Barbey d 'A u r e v i l l y 's  C a th o lic is m  i s  seen  as one v e r s io n
o f  the Rom antic Agony (w h ile  a r e c e n t  c r i t i c  rem arks on 'c e t t e
cru au té  v o lu p tu eu se  de l ' é c r i t u r e '  in  B lo y 's  w ork ) ( 5 4 ) ,  i s  i t
f a i r  to  see Buysmans' l i t e r a r y  m a n ife s t a t io n s  o f  C h r is t ia n  f a i t h
in  the same way? This i s  n o t  to  d ou bt h is  p e rs o n a l s in c e r i t y ,
perh ap s, but n e v e r th e le s s  i t  in d i c a t e s  an uneasy am bigu ity  in  h is
w r it in g  between in t e n t io n  and a ch ie v e m e n t. The most s t r ik in g
treatm ent in  h is  f i v e  works o f  s u f f e r i n g ,  s p i r i t  and f l e s h ,  iB
S a in te  Lvdwine de S c h i e d a m .  For H ubert Ju in  t h i s  book
e s t  un ca ta log u e  d 'h o r r e u r s ;  e t  d on t on d i r a i t ,  s ' i l  
s 'a ç i s s a i t  d 'un  f i lm  d 'é p o u v a n te , q u 'e l le ^ s u in t e  
1 ' h em og lob in e . I l  y  a l a  des s u p p lic e s  d é c r i t s  avec 
une m in u tie  maniaque 1 (5 5 )
In  1895, René Doumic had a lr e a d y  c l a s s i f i e d  Huysmans among
'L es  Bécadens du c h r is t ia n is m e ’ , s e e in g  D urtal a s  the des
E ss e in te s  o f  r e l i g i o n ,  and n o t in g  in  En ro u te
s u r to u t  l 'a p p e l  ex a sp éré  de l a  s e n s u a l i t é .  C 'e s t  b ien  
l à  en e f f e t  ce qui se cach e au fo n d  de ce  prétendu  
m y stic ism e . (5 6 )
Buysmans' s p i r i t u a l  im pu lses a re  d is m iss e d  as p e rv e r te d  s e n s u a l i t y .
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'P e r v e r s io n ' o f  the n a tu ra l ia  c e r t a in l y  an im portan t m o t i f
in  A r e b o u r s : the a e s t h e t i c  e n t e r p r is e  i s  a r e b e l l i o u s  attem pt t o
escape  the d e g e n e ra tiv e  p ro ce ss  o f  b i o l o g y .  Z o la  to o  sees  s o c i e t y  and 
nature
y^in terms o f  d e g e n e ra tio n  and d e s t r u c t io n  ( th e  d e b a .d e . the h e r e d it y
o f  the Rougon-M acquart f a m i ly ) ,  but a t  th e  same tim e o f f e r s
p o s s i b i l i t i e s  o f  r e g e n e ra t io n  on a m yth ic  l e v e l  ( th e  en d in g  o f
G erm inal. the n o t io n  o f  war as p u r i fy in g  in  La D e b a c le ) . For
Huysmans, i t  i s  r e l i g i o u s  b e l i e f  w h ich , t h e o r e t i c a l l y  a t  l e a s t ,
a llo w s  him to  'r e c u p e r a t e ' the w orld  w h ich  A r e b o u r s  shows to  be
ir re m e d ia b ly  h o s t i l e .  O b je c ts  are no lo n g e r  s im p ly  caught up in
a p ro c e s s  o f  d e ca y , d e v o id  o f  any m eaning e x c e p t  th a t  w hich the
a r t i s t  g r a t u it o u s ly  im poses on them, b u t become r e c e p t a c le s  o f
the d iv in e  and e v e r la s t in g .  Huysmans1 new 's c i e n c e '  o f  C h r is t ia n
sym bolism  a llo w s  him to  d is c o v e r  th a t
su r c e t t e  te r r e  t o u t  e s t  s ig n e , t o u t  e s t  f i g u r e ,  que l e  
v i s i b l e  ne vau t que par ce  q u ' i l  r e c o u v r e  d ' i n v i s i b l e . . .
( La C ath éd ra le . 1 1 ,2 8 1 ) (5 7 )
I t  may w e ll  be th a t he has succumbed t o  the 'b e s o in  du m e r v e i l l e u x ',  
to  ' l a  d iv in e  i l l u s i o n ' ,  as Z o la  d e s c r ib e s  the r e l i g i o u s  im pulse 
in  L ou rd es , (5 8 )  unable  to  s u s t a in , l i k e  the c h a r a c t e r s  in  Z o la 's  
n o v e l ,  'l 'h e r o ï s m e  amer de l a  r a i s o n ' .  (5 9 )  B ut what Z o la  e x p la in s  
away (th e  hum anitarian  message and p s e u d o - s c i e n t i f i c  r a t io n a lis m  
o f  Lourdes seem an in ad equ ate  remedy f o r  the s u f f e r i n g  and fe r v o u r  
w hich the book i t s e l f  d e s c r i b e s ) ,  Huysmans a t  l e a s t  t r i e s  to  
e x p la in .
N e v e r th e le s s , 's e n s u a l i t y '  rem ains a key term  f o r  the u n der­
s ta n d in g  o f  Huysmans' new e x p la n a t io n  o f  the w o r ld .  A comment by 
Remy de Gourmont i s  h ig h ly  i l lu m in a t in g ,  s in c e  i t  in d ic a t e s  a 
p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  g r a f t in g  b e l i e f  on to  n a t u r a lis m :
Le c a th o lic is m e  e s t  l e  c h r is t ia n is m e  p a g a n is e . R e lig io n  
à l a  f o i s  m ystique e t  s e n s u e l le ,  i l  peu t s a t i s f a i r e ,  e t
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i l  a s a t i s f a i t  uniquem ent, pendant lon g tem p s, l e s  deux^ 
ten dan ces p r im o r d ia le s  e t  c o n t r a d i c t o i r e s  de l 'h u m a n ité , 
qui s o n t  de v i v r e  à l a  f o i s  dans l e  f i n i  e t  dans l ' i n f i n i ,  
ou , en term es p lu s  a c c e p ta b le s ,  dans l a  s e n sa t io n  e t  dans 
l ' i n t e l l i g e n c e .  (6o)
The com ponents w h ich  Huysmans u ses  to  h arn ess the sen su a l to  the
s p ir i t u a l  are s u f f e r i n g  and the d o c t r in e  o f  s u b s t i t u t io n  o r
r e v e r s i b i l i t y .  I t  i s .  worth q u o t in g  a d e f i n i t i o n  o f  t h is  n o t io n ,
g iven  the im portan ce  which Buysmans a t t r ib u t e s  to  i t t
i l  s 'a g i t ,  p o u r  l e s  f i d è l e s  qu i s 'y  c o n s a c r e n t , d ' o f f r i r  
à D ieu , à t i t r e  de ' s a t i s f a c t i o n '  ou de 'r é p a r a t i o n ',  s o i t  
des p r iè r e s  s p é c ia l e s ,  s o i t  des s o u ffr a n c e s  p h y siq u es  ou 
m orales ch rétien n em en t a c c e p té e s , ou mdme s o l l i c i t é e s ,  de 
m anière à com penser a in s i  dans une c e r ta in e  mesure l e s  
o f fe n s e s  c o n t in u e lle m e n t  f a i t e s  a l a  m a je s té  d iv in e  par 
l e s  pécheurs non r e p e n t is .  ( 6 l )
Huysmans seems to  h ave d e r iv e d  h is  c o n c e p t io n  o f  v i c a r io u s
s u f f e r i n g  l a r g e l y  fr o m  the e x -a b b é  B o u lla n  w hose v ie w  o f  t h i6
d o c tr in e  was p e c u l i a r l y  m echanical and n e a re r  m agic than
m ysticism . (6 2 )  The extrem e lite r a lm in d e d n e s s  which Buysmans
shows in  a p p ly in g  t h i s  b e l i e f  m ight a ls o  be due to  B lo y 's
in f lu e n c e .  For the l a t t e r ,  s u f f e r in g  com pensates n o t  o n ly
s i n ,  bu t a l l  p l e a s u r e .  In  La Femme p a u v r e . M a rch e n o ir  a d d r e s s e s
a s in i s t e r  epithalam ium  to  the h ero in e  C lo t h i ld e :  one c o u p le 's
happiness cannot be pa id  f o r  by the agony o f  a w o r ld , he w arns;
on her w edding n ig h t ,  in  an hour s ix  thousand co rp se s  w i l l  mount
up under the m a r ita l  bed:
Au moment mfime où vous b ê le r e z  de v o lu p t é ,  des g r a b a t a ir e s  
ou des s u p p l i c i é s ,  dont i l  s e r a i t  p u é r i l  d 'e n tr e p r e n d r e  l e  
dénom brem ent, hur l e r o n t ,  comme en e n fe r ,  sous l a  d en t de 
v o s  p é ch é s . ( 6 3 )
S a in t  Lydwina o f  Schiedam i s  wedded to  h er bed o f  sorrow s 
f o r  t h i r t y - e ig h t  y e a r s ,  d u rin g  w hich she subm its to  'l 'a m o u r e u s e  
fu r ie  de l 'É p o u x ' ( 1 , 69) .  Ber m a lad ies  are d e s c r ib e d  w ith  an 
alm ost p o rn o g ra p h ic  r e l i s h .  Macabre d e t a i l s ,  seen w ith  the 
ca l lo u s n e s s  o f  a su rg e o n , abound. To draw ou t the worms swarm ing
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in  a gangrenous wound, they are  fe d  w ith  'd e e  cataplaem es de 
from ent f r a i s ,  de m ie l ,  de g r a is s e  de c h a p ó n . . . '  ( l , 7 7 ) l  s l i c e s  
o f  fre s h  app le  a ls o  so o th  h er  wounds ( l , 7 9 ) t  v i s i t e d  by e v e ry  
p o s s ib le  i l l n e s s  (e x c e p t  l e p r o s y ,  as t h i s  would have made h er  a 
s o c ia l  o u t c a s t ,  1 1 ,7 4 ) ,  h er body has t o  be stra p p ed  on to  the b e d , 
o r  i t  would sim ply f a l l  a p a r t .  I f  n a tu ra lis m  n orm ally  p re s e n ts  
the gradual decay and d e c l in e  o f  the o r g a n ic ,  here a m etaphor 
su ggests  th a t Lydwine i s  a  s o r t  o f  h o t -h o u s e  p la n t  where the 
c y c le  i s  a c c e le r a te d  a th o u s a n d fo ld :
Lydwine, e l l e ,  a v a it  e t e  a rra ch ee  d 'u n e  te r r e  in e r t e  pour
6 tre  tra n sp la n te e  dans l e  s o l  a rd e n t  de l a  m y stiq u e . ( 1 ,1 1 8 )
The macabre a e s th e t ic is m  o f  Le D ra g e o ir  aux á p ice s  i s  r e t a in e d  ( 64 )
(where a f la y e d  ca r c a s s  became an o b j e c t  o f  b ea u ty , now the s a i n t 's  
co rp se  g iv e s  o f f  a perfume so  s t r o n g  th a t  those who in h a le  i t  can 
go f o r  two days and th ree  n ig h ts  w ith o u t  s le e p  o r  f o o d ,  1 1 ,8 6 ) ,  
but as th is  example i n d i c a t e s ,  Huysmans has abandoned the
vra isem blan ce which u n derp in s  the n a t u r a l i s t  t e x t .  A p o s s ib le  d e f i n i t i o n  
o f  h is  'n a tu ra lism e  m y stiq u e ' m ight in  f a c t  be th is  a ttem pt to  
j e t t i s o n  many o f  the n o t io n s  o f  'v e r i s i m i l i t u d e '  which h o ld  
to g e th e r  the r e a l i s t  n o v e l (a  r a t i o n a l i s t  v iew  o f  p s y c h o lo g ic a l  
p r o b a b i l i t y ,  co h e re n t n a r r a t iv e  s t r u c t u r e )  w h ile  k eep in g  a 
language w ith  a p e c u l ia r ly  m a t e r ia l i s t  t e x t u r e .
This h e lp s  e x p la in  the app aren t paradox o f  S a in te  Lydw ine. 
where i l l n e s s  d e s c r ib e d  w ith  the p r e c is io n  o f  a m edical te x tb o o k  
i s  meant to  dem onstrate s u p e r n a tu ra l, th a t  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  i n t a n g ib l e ,  
la w s . Her i l l n e s s e s  are th em selves s u p e r n a tu ra lly  ca u sed , ( 6 3 ) 
and th e ir  fu n c t io n  i s ,  a c c o r d in g  to  the a u th o r , to  make h er ' l e  
paratonnerre de sa p a t r i e '  ( 1 ,2 1 4 ) .  The image i s  t y p i c a l ;
Huysmans has a tendency to  ta lk  o f  the law s o f  m ysticism  as 
though they were the law s o f  p h y s ic s ,  com parable n o t  sim p ly  in
J
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t h e i r  v a l i d i t y  o r  tru th  hut a ls o  in  t h e i r  o p e r a t io n .  (6 6 )  Y et 
the word 'l ig h t n in g -c o n d u c t o r • s u g g e s ts  a c e r t a in  am bigu ity  in  
t h is  fu n c t io n in g «  i s  she e x p ia t in g  f o r  o t h e r s ' s i n s ,  o r  somehow 
r e c e iv in g  the d iv in e  ch a stise m e n t w hich  o th e rw is e  they w ould have 
s u f fe r e d ?  Huysmans in  f a c t  ta k es  h is  c o n c e p t io n  o f  's u b s t i t u t i o n ' 
to  an extrem e th a t seems n e a re r  the e x -a b b e  B o u lla n 's  h e r e t i c a l  
v iew s (B o u lla n  h e ld , f o r  in s t a n c e , th a t  s in fu l  b eh a v iou r c o u ld  be 
's u b s t i t u t e d ' from  one person  t o  a n o th e r , a co n v e n ie n t  excu se  f o r  
debauchery ) than C a t h o l ic  o r th o d o x y . Thus he shows us Lydwine 
ta k in g  on a n oth er  p e r s o n 's  to o th a ch e , a d d in g : ' s a  p o u r r itu re  
e n g e n d ra it  l a  bonne san te  pour l e s  a u t r e s ' (1 ,2 1 4 -1 5 )»  (6 7 )
Such g ro tesq u e  exam ples g iv e  the im p re ss io n  th a t  'm y s t ic ism ' 
i s  a kind o f  w i t c h c r a f t ,  c o n s i s t in g ,  as G r i f f i t h s  s a y s , ' o f  the 
e x tr a o r d in a r y  and the e x te r n a l  r a th e r  than the in n e r  l i f e ' .  (6 8 )  
Lydwine i s  o f  co u rse  c e le b r a t e d  as a v i c t i m ,  and h er in n e r  
l i f e  i s  o f  l i t t l e  s i g n i f i c a n c e .  But h e r  p a s s iv i t y  a llow s  Huysmans 
to  f u l f i l  an a s p ir a t io n  which i s  u s u a lly  f r u s t r a t e d  in  h is  books —  
to  r e t r e a t  from  the w orld  and i t s  h o r r o r s ,  to  a ch ie v e  an a e s t h e t i c  
o r  s p i r i t u a l  autonomy a t  an a b s o lu te  l e v e l .  She i s  spared  the 
need to  e a t  o r  s le e p ,  and a t  moments i s  a b le  t o  le a v e  her 'p r i s o n  
c h a r n e l le ' (1 ,1 9 9 )  to  wander in  s p i r i t  to  Eden and P u rg a to ry .
She i s ,  in  a sense th en , s ep a ra ted  from  h er b o d y , which becom es 
a c r u c ib le  f o r  th is  tran sm u tation  e n a cte d  th rou gh  'c e t t e  d iv in e  
a lch im ie  q u 'e s t  l a  D ou leu r ' ( 1 1 ,1 2 6 ) .  F u rth erm ore, d e s p it e  h er 
i s o l a t i o n ,  she i s  in te g r a te d  in t o  the C h r is t ia n  u n iv e rs e , p la y in g  
a v i t a l  r o l e  in  the h is t o r y  o f  h er a g e . This h is t o r y  i s  evoked  
w ith  lu r id  b r i l l i a n c e  in  the f i r p t  ch a p te r  o f  th e  book , a lth o u g h  
Huysmans ten ds to  p r e f e r  the sw eep in g  s ta tem en t and the b iz a r r e  
d e t a i l  to  fa c t u a l  a ccu ra cy  ( c o n fu s in g ,  f o r  exam p le , . when he m en tion s
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'Le pharisa lsm e e t  l a  c u p id i t é  de l a  ra ce  a n g la is e ' ( 1 , 8 ) ,  Henry IV 
and Henry V I , and thus a t t r ib u t in g  th e  v i c t o r y  o f  the b a t t l e  o f  
A g in cou rt to  Henry V i 's  s u c c e s s o r ,  Edward I V ) .  ( 69) H is in t e r p r e t ­
a t io n  o f  e v e n ts  l ik e  the Schism o f  1378 to  1417 a ls o  shows a 
stra n ge  co n c e p t io n  o f  l o g i c a l  re a so n in g «
Dieu co n se n t à dém ontrer l 'o r i g i n e  d iv in e  de 1 'É g l i s e ,  par 
l e  d é so rd re  e t  l 'i n f a m ie  des s i e n s ;  i l  n 'e s t  p o in t ,  en e f f e t ,  
d 'i n s t i t u t i o n  humaine qui e û t pu r é s i s t e r  à de t e l s  c h o c s .  ( 1 ,2 2 )
The ten d en tiou sn ess  o f  t h i s  argument i s  ob v iou s  enough —  the
b re a th ta k in g  n o n -s e q u itu r  o f  the f i r s t  c la u se  (in fam y p ro v e s  d iv in e
o r ig in )  i s  fo l lo w e d  by a  c o n c lu s io n  w hich  seems the e x a c t  o p p o s it e
o f  the e x p e cte d  c o n c lu s io n  ( th a t  i s ,  th a t such ev en ts  show the a l l
to o  human, f a l l i b l e  n a tu re  o f  the C hurch) —  but i t  i s  w orth
u n d e r lin in g  because i t  t y p i f i e s  a c o n t r a d ic t io n  fre q u e n t  in  the
r e l i g io u s  w ork s , Huysmans' h a b it  o f  p re s e n t in g  the im proba b le  o r
im provable  under a g u is e  o f  r a t i o n a l i s t i c  o b j e c t i v i t y .  Such
exam ples a llo w  him to  r e a c h  the c o n c lu s io n  o f  the f i r s t  ch a p te r
o f  S a in  te Lvdw lnet
Jam ais, en e f f e t ,  l 'é q u i l i b r e  du monde ne f u t  p lu s  p rè s  de 
se rompre^ e t  i l  sem ble a u ss i que jam ais D ieu ne f u t  p lu s  
a t t e n t i f  a s u r v e i l l e r  l a  b a la n ce  des v e r tu s  e t  des v i c e s ,  
e t  à e n t a s s e r ,  quand l e  p la te a u  des in iq u i t é s  d e s c e n d a it ,  
comme c o n t r e p o id s ,  des t o r t u r e s  de s a in te s ! ( 1 , 36- 3 7 )
As M.M. B e lv a l a rg u e s , m ystic  s u b s t it u t io n  u lt im a t e ly
depends on b e l i e f  in  th e  im m easurable lo v e  and c h a r ity  o f  God;
th ere  i s  co n se q u e n tly  no q u estion  o f  m a in ta in in g  an 'e q u i l i b r iu m '.  (7 0 )
But f o r  Huysmans, the i n v i s i b l e  has t o  be made v i s i b l e ,  d iv in e
laws have to  be t r e a te d  as p h y s ica l la w s . The m eta p h or ica l
becomes the l i t e r a l :  v i c e  and v i r t u e  are measured ou t on a  s e t
o f  s c a le s  l i k e  f l o u r  o r  su g a r . B lo y , m a lic io u s ly  no d o u b t,
r e p o r ts  Huysmans as s a y in g  'J e  v o u d ra is  un m ira cle  n a t u r a l is t e  ' .  (7 1 )
and in  S a in te  Lydwlne he s t r iv e s  to  make the n a tu ra l seem
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m ira cu lou s . The op en in g  ch a p ter  adds e p id e m ics , fam ine and war 
to  the m a n ife s ta t io n s  o f  d iv in e  w rath ; the end o f  the book adds 
the c o n f la g r a t io n  a t  the Bazar de l a  C h a r ité  in  1897 t o  the l i s t  
(1 1 ,1 2 2 -2 4 ) .  One i s  d r iv e n  to  co n c lu d e  th a t Huysmans' th e o ry  o f  
s u f fe r in g  i s  a t  b e s t  t a u t o lo g ic a l  ( i f  war dem on strates  m an's 
im p ie ty , can  i t  a ls o  be a punishm ent? i s  i t  n e ce s s a ry  t o  have th e  
su cce ss io n  o f  e x p ia to r y  s a in ts  through  the a g e s , d e s c r ib e d  in  
ch apter f i f t e e n ,  when n a tu ra l d is a s t e r s  se rv e  the same p u r p o s e ? ) ,  
a t  w orst shows a n a iv e  c r e d u l i t y .  (L u cien  D escaves a p p a re n tly  
remarked th a t  f o r  Huysmans, 'c r e d o *  meant ' j e  s u is  c r é d u l e ' . )  ( 7 2 )
This n a iv e ty  i s  to  some e x te n t  d e l ib e r a t e ,  in s o f a r  as 
S a in te  Lydwine i s  w r it t e n  under the s ig n  o f  the m a rv e llo u s .
Though Euysmans o f f e r s  o n ly  g ru d g in g  p ra is e  o f  'L a  Légende de 
s a in t  J u lie n  l 'H o s p i t a l i e r '  in  En ro u te  ( l , 3 9 ) ,  h is  own e x e r c i s e  
in  h a g io lo g y  i s  e q u a lly  an attem pt to  r e - c r e a t e  the atm osphere o f  
m edieval le g e n d . But Huysmans r e j e c t s  F la u b e r t 's  in f lu e n c e  
p r e c is e ly  b e ca u s e , in  h is  v ie w , 'S a in t  J u l ie n ' i s  m ere ly  a l i t e r a r y  
p a s t ic h e , s u c c e s s fu l  o h ly  as l i t e r a t u r e .  He h im s e l f ,  in  o th e r  
w ords, w ould c e r t a in ly  n o t  see  h is  own n o s t a lg ia  f o r  the M iddle 
Ages sim ply as an a r t i s t i c  d e v ic e .  N e v e r th e le s s , c e r t a in  a s p e c ts  
o f  S a in te Lydwine seem p r e c is e ly  to  amount to  an im it a t io n  o f  
m edieval a t t i t u d e s  w hich  have no r e a l  v a l i d i t y  in  the n in e te e n th  
o r  tw en tie th  ce n tu r y . For exam ple, Ém ile Mâle p o in ts  o u t th a t 
h is to r y  f o r  the th ir te e n th  cen tu ry  c o n s is t s  n o t  o f  e v e n t s ,  but 
o f  the s u c c e s s io n  o f  the s a in t s :
Les s a in t s  form en t une ch a în e  c é le s t e  qui va  de s a in t  L o u is
aux a ç& tre s , e t  q u i ,  des a p & tres , par l e s  p a t r ia r c h e s  e t  l e s
p ro p h è te s , rem onte ju s q u 'à  A b e l , l e  prem ier des ju s t e s .  ( 7 3 )
Huysmans, o f  c o u r s e , t r i e s  to  ca r r y  h i b s u c ce s s io n  o f  e x p ia t o r y
il
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s a in ts  r ig h t  up to  modern tim es in  S a in ts  Lydw ine.
One o f  the m ost famous c o l l e c t i o n s  o f  l i v e s  o f  the s a in ts  
i s  the th ir te e n th -c e n tu r y  G olden Legend com piled  by V o rá g in e .
The in t r o d u c t io n  by the R .P . H. Savon t o  a  modern French t r a n s la t io n  
o f  th is  work (7 4 )  a llo w s  us t o  draw some i l lu m in a t in g  p a r a l l e l s  
w ith  Huysmans. Though V orá g in e  has a c o n c e p t io n  o f  vraiB em blan ce 
rem ote from  th a t o f  the modern r e a d e r , argu es Savon , be se e s  
h im se lf  as a h is t o r ia n ,  n o t  a  m ythograph er. H is c r i t e r i a  f o r  
'a u t h e n t i c i t y ' are t h e o l o g i c a l ,  n o t  f a c t u a l ;  a t  the same tim e 
he i s  a im ing a t  a p op u la r  a u d ien ce  w hich  l ik e s  ' l e s  c o u le u rs  
v iv e s  e t  l e s  c o n tr a s te s  un peu c r i a r á s ' .  (7 3 )  I t  was su g g ested  
above 'th a t Huysmans t r i e s  to  a p p ly  the 'la w s ' o f  m ystic ism  in  a
m étaphores qu i se s o n t  en quelqu e s o r t e  s o l i d i f i é e s ,  m a té r ia ­
l i s é e s ,  des h y p e rb o le s  in t e r p r é t é e s  au p ie d  de l a  l e t t r e .  
C 'e s t  de l 'é lo q u e n c e  q u i s 'e s t  f a i t e  h i s t o i r e .  (7 6 )
And he adds:
S i (d e s )  ta b lea u x  d 'h o r r e u r  abondent c 'e s t  que l a  gr&ce comme 
l a  vengeance de D ieu d o iv e n t  d e v e n ir  s e n s ib l e s .  La Légende 
d orée  s a t i s f a i t  a in s i  au m a téria lism e  spon tan é de l a  f o u l e .
Le su rn a tu re l s 'y  v o i t ,  s 'y  p a lp e ; i l  n 'e x i s t e  pour a in s i  
d ir e  jam ais à p a r t  du m e r v e il le u x . (7 7 )
S a in te  Lydwine de Schiedam  thus c e r t a in ly  ca p tu re s  some o f  
the s p i r i t  and manner o f  p o p u la r  m ed ieva l b e l i e f .  But Savon 
su ggests  th a t th is  s p i r i t  may o n ly  amount to  a 'charm e can d id e  e t  
d é s u e t ' ( 7 8 ) ;  fa r  from  b e in g  a v e h i c l e  f o r  an in t a n g ib le  s p i r i t u a l  
r e a l i t y ,  ' l e  m e rv e il le u x  sem ble tro p  sou v en t é t o u f f e r  l e  s u r n a t u r e l . ' ( 7 9 )  
This v iew  was, i t  seem s, p r e v a le n t  in  the seven teen th  ce n tu ry  —
s tra n g e ly  co n cre te  way, so  th a t  Lydwine becomes a ' l i g h t n i n g -
co n d u c to r ' l i t e r a l l y  ra th e r  than f i g u r a t i v e l y .  Savon in  f a c t
makes much th e  same p o in t  a b o u t  The G o ld e n  L eg en d s
Ce que l 'o n  trou v e  sou v en t à  l a  base  des é p is o d e s  l e s  p lu s  
e x t r a o r d in a ir e s  —  on e s t  te n té  de d ir e  l e s  p lu s  e x tra v a g a n ts  — , 
c ' e s t  en somme de l a  r h é to r iq u e  que l 'o n  a p r is e  au m ot, des
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m ira c le s  from  t h e ir  h a g io g ra p h ica l w orks ( S a in te  Lydw ine. 1 1 ,9 3 -9 4 )»  
But he h im s e lf  i s  w r it in g  n e it h e r  f o r  an u n s o p h is t ic a te d  au d ien ce  
rea d y  to  take the m a rvellou s  a t  fa c e  v a lu e ,  n or  even  f o r  a  
s o p h is t ic a t e d  au d ien ce  in t e r e s t e d  in  a  p a s t ic h e  o f  c o l o u r f u l  
s u p e r s t i t i o n s .  In  h is  o p in io n , S a in te  Lvdwine s ta n d s  o r  f a l l s  
as a  s e r io u s ,  d id a c t i c  work on m y s t ic is m . H is s a i n t ,  he t e l l s
H. A l la i s
n 'e s t  in t é r e s s a n t e  que par l e s  gran d es  t h e o r ie s  m ystiqu es
q u 'e l l e  s o u lè v e , ca r  sans c e l a ,  c e  n 'e s t  q u 'u n  t i s s u
d 'a n e c d o te s  e t  i l  n 'y  a pas de tre m p lin  d ' a r t . . .  ( 8 0 )
In  th is  s e n s e , the book w ith  i t s  te n d e n t io u s  in t e r p r e t a t io n  o f  
h is t o r y  and i t s  s im p l i s t i c  t h e o r i s in g  i s  h a rd ly  a  s u c c e s s ; few 
re a d e rs  are l i k e l y  to  take the a u t h o r 's  argument s e r i o u s l y .
Huysmans' 'n a tu r a lis m e  m ystiq u e ' c o u ld  more a p p r o p r ia t e ly  be 
c a l le d  a 'n a tu ra lis m e  m e r v e i l l e u x '.
When d e a l in g  w ith  the s u p e rn a tu ra l in  the framework o f  
the n ov e l w h ich  t r e a t s  contem porary e v e n t s , .Huysmans i s  f o r c e d  
to  r e s o r t  to  m elodram atic s c h é m a tis a t io n  o r  adm it the inadequ acy  
o f  h is  powers o f  e x p r e s s io n ; but when he abandons the co n v e n tio n s  
o f  f i c t i o n a l  v ra is e m b la n ce . g iv in g  the su p e rn a tu ra l c o n c r e te  form , 
i t  becomes a l u r id  p a s t ich e  o f  h is  m ed ieva l s o u r c e s ,  w ith  a 
macabre a p p e a l , p erh ap s , but rem ote from  the a u t h o r 's  in t e n t io n s .  
Examples taken  from  o th e r  works prove  the same p o in ts  Huysmans in  
f a c t  seems fa s c in a t e d  by the l u r i d ,  g ro te s q u e  a s p e c t s  o f  s a n c t i t y .
A n o to r io u s  e p is o d e  o ccu rs  in  ch a p te r  fo u r te e n  o f  La C a th é d ra le , 
d u r in g  a d is c u s s io n  o f  ' 1 ' o sm o log ie  m y s t iq u e ',  when the abbè 
G évresin  r e c o u n ts  the h is t o r y  o f  s a in t e  C h r is t in e  de Stumb ê l e , 
pursued by th e  D e v il from  her c h i ld h o o d .  Her torm en ts ta k e  on 
n o t  m erely a  c o n c r e te  but a l i v i n g  form s her f o o d  changes in t o  
t o a d s , snakes o r  s p id e r s  as she i s  a b o u t to  e a t  i t ;  Satan h im se lf
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appears as an enormous toa d  and n e s t le s  between h er  b r e a s t s ;  a t
l a s t  she p lu ck s  up h er co u ra g e , s l i p s  h er hand
e n tre  sa  p o it r in e  e t  l e  v e n tr e  du crap au d , a rra ch e  violem m ent 
l a  bête  e t  l a  J e t t e  sur l e  p avé .
E l l e  s 'y  é c r a s a ,  en ré s o n n a n t , d i t  l a  s a in t e ,  a in s i  qu 'un  
v ie u x  s o u l i e r .  ( La C a th é d ra le . 1 1 ,2 2 2 )
Buysmans ca n n ot r e s i s t  the f in a l  v i v id  appeal to  the r e a d e r 's  e a r
o f  the b ea st s p la t t e r in g  on the f l o o r .  But sound i s  fo l lo w e d  by
odours —  the 'f a r c e s  s t e r c o r a i r e s '  ( 1 1 , 2 2 3 ) w hich  b e f a l l  the
s a in t  a f t e r  Advent in  1268 . C h r is t in e  and h er  f r ie n d s  a re  now
bombarded w ith  dung —  the s a in t  'e n  demeure to u t  em p& tée ', w h ile
a Dominican f r i a r  i s  h i t  in  the eye  by 'u n  paqu et de m a tiè re  Bi
dure q u ' i l  s 'é c r i e :  "M alheur, me v o i c i  b o r g n e !" ' ( 1 1 ,2 2 3 ) .  The
c o n c lu s io n , how ever, a ttem pts t o  j u s t i f y  th ese  e x c r e m e n t ia l , i f
e n te r t a in in g  d e t a i l s :  a  tra n s fo rm a tio n  o c c u r s .
L 'od eu r , qui é t a i t  d 'une f é t i d i t é  p lu s  qu 'hum aine, 
s 'e s t  muée en une f le u r  a n g é liq u e , ( i l , 224)
And G évresin  adds th a t such ca s e s  have re c u rr e d  even  in  m odem  
t im e s . D u r ta l , how ever, sees  n o  sy m b o lic  s ig n i f i c a n c e  in  th is  
a cco u n t , and i t  i s  t h e r e fo r e  l e f t  in  the t e x t  w ith o u t any in t e r p ­
r e t iv e  commentary as a b iz a r r e  in c id e n t .  The re a d e r  m ight con c lu d e  
th a t i t  i s  s im p ly  an exam ple o f  Euysmans’ penchant f o r  the g ro te s q u e , 
to  be s e t  a g a in s t  an e a r l i e r  p a r t  o f  La C a th é d ra le , the m a g n if ic e n t ly  
s a t i r i c a l  a cco u n t in  ch a p te r  e i g h t  o f  the B is h o p 's  p r o c e s s io n  
through C h a r tre s . Such e p is o d e s  e n liv e n  the d u l l  c a ta lo g u e s  w hich 
f i l l  most o f  the b ook , i t  i s  t r u e ,  (8 1 )  but seem g r a tu ito u s  i f  
meant to  su p p ly  a r e l i g i o u s  m essage —  a l l  we see  o f  C h r i s t in e 's  
s a n c t it y  i s  h er  a b i l i t y  to  rem ove the sm ell o f  dung. A part from  
the f a c t  th a t  i t  dem on strates su p ern a tu ra l power —  as a s o r t  o f  
m iracu lou s d i s in f e c t a n t  —  the tran sm u tation  has no r e a l  s p i r i t u a l  
s i g n i f i c a n c e .  Yet Buysmans in  f a c t  saw r e l i g i o n  p r e c i s e ly  as a
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d is in fe c t a n t  (a s  'd u  ch lo re  pour mon & m e'), as a way o f  en h an cin g  
the fo u ln e s s  o f  m a tter , o f  tra n s form in g  the body whose w aste 
p rod u cts  are an im m ediate r e f l e c t i o n  o f  the c y c le  o f  d eca y  in  
which the whole organism  i s  tra p p e d , in t o  an agent p erfo rm in g  
the d iv in e  w i l l  through the p u tr e s c e n t  h u m ilia t io n  o f  the f l e s h .  
Hence perhaps the statem en t o f  Jean-Luc S tein m etz th a t f o r  Huysmans 
'L 'o d e u r  de l a  s a in t e t é  n 'e s t  que l a  t r è s  é tran ge  su b lim a tio n  de 
c e l l e  de l a  m e r d e . . . '  ( 8 2 ) .
M atter transform ed through m arvel i s  a t  the h e a r t  o f  Huysmans'
r e l i g i o u s  v i s i o n .  Ve hear to o  the p r o s e ly t i s in g  tone (C a t h e r in e 's
adventures should  n o t  be d ism issed  as an in v e n tio n  o f  m ed ieval
s u p e r s t i t io n ,  f o r  such in c id e n ts  happen even to d a y ) , but here
there i s  an u n ce r ta in ty ; modern m ira c le s  have to  con ten d  w ith  th e
demands o f  s c i e n t i f i c  v e r i f i c a t i o n .  The problem s th is  ca u ses  a re
shown in  Les Foules de L ou rd es . In th eory  o f  cou rse  Lourdes i s
an e x c e l l e n t  s u b je c t  f o r  Huysmans' p a r t ic u la r  approach , f o r  as
James Vebb sa y s , th ose  se e k in g  to  re tu rn  to  prim al tr u th s  and t o
r e s t o r e  the m iraaulous to  r e l i g i o u s  l i f e  w i l l  f in d  th a t
Nowhere i s  th is  more tru e  than in  the sequence o f  a p p a r it io n s  
o f  the V ir g in ; and o f  th ese  L ou rd es , w ith  i t s  c u l t  o f  h e a l in g ,  
i s  most o f  a l l  con cern ed  w ith  the m a ter ia l s ig n s .  ( 63 )
To some e x te n t , Huysmans co n tin u e s  to  lo o k  f o r  m a ter ia l r e p r e s e n t ­
a t io n s  o f  the s p i r i t u a l  in  Les F ou les  de L ou rd es . The op en in g  
ch a p ters  con ta in  m ed ita tion s  on f i r e  and w ater which show how th e  
e lem en ta l can be g iv e n  r e l i g i o u s  meaning - -  in  the g r o t t o ,  the f i r e  
o f  the can d les  sy m b o lis in g  the d e s ir e s  o f  the s u f f e r in g ,  i s  
answered by the h e a lin g  w ater o f  the s p r in g : 'Ce q u 'on  demande 
i c i  par l e  Feu, on l 'o b t i e n t  par l 'E a u ' ( p . 46 ) .  But g e n e r a l ly  
Huysmans proceeds w ith  a con fu sed  c a u t io u s n e s s .
The most s t r ik in g  a sp e c t  o f  Les F ou les  i s  u n dou bted ly  the
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d e s c r ip t io n  o f  d is e a s e .  Euysaans l i n g e r s  o v e r  the h id eou s  f l o r a
produced  by ' l a  lo q u e  décom posée de n o t r e  pauvre c o r p s ' ( p .8 5 )
w ith  a morbid fa s c in a t io n  th a t  com bin es  genuine com passion ,
macabre comedy, and the s o r t  o f  a e s t h e t i c  i n t e r e s t  in  d i f f o r m i t y
th a t  m ight be f e l t  by a s c u lp t o r  o f  g a rg o y le s «
L 'on  se remémore l e s  b ê te s  fa b u le u s e s  du Moyen A ge, mais 
que s o n t - e l l e s  en com para ison  de l a  t ê te  de mort du lupus 
qu i sa igne e t  de l a  lan gu e  tu m é fié e  qu i p récède  l e  paysan 
de C outances? ( p . 85 )
I t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to  convey the h o r r o r  o f  some o f  th ese d e s c r ip t io n s  
(sh o u ld  one want to  do s o )  by q u o t in g  them ou t o f  c o n t e x t .  I t  i s  
w orth  remembering th a t Les F ou les  i s  w r it t e n  as a docum entary 
r e p o r t  in  the f i r s t  p e rs o n , s e t  in  th e  e a r ly  y ea rs  o f  the tw e n tie th  
ce n tu r y . The rem ote , n a ive  charm o f  the fo u r te e n th  o r  e a r ly  
f i f t e e n t h  cen tu ry  i s  rem oved: we a re  g iv e n  a d i r e c t  e x p e r ie n ce  
o f  s u f f e r in g  as ob served  by the a u t h o r ; when he p re se n ts  ' l a  ta b lé e  
des m on stres ' in  the h o s p i t a l  ( p . 7 2 ) ,  th ese  are p eop le  a c t u a l ly  
seen  by h im s e lf ,  n o t  the in v e n t io n s  o f  f i c t i o n  o r  a rem ote p a s t .
The n a r r a t o r 's  r e f l e c t i o n  th a t  one i s  th a n k fu l t o  God to  escape  
such  i l ln e s s e s  ( p . 65 ) takes on a gruesom e ir o n y  i f  one r e c a l l s  
the n ature o f  the a u th o r 's  death  in  the y e a r  f o l lo w in g  the 
p u b l ic a t io n  o f  the book —  Huysmans had as i t  were w r it t e n  h is  
own o b itu a ry , as he h im s e lf  g r im ly  rem arked . ( 84)
Les Fou les de Lourdes i s  th en  as much an e x p lo r a t io n  o f  
d is e a s e  as o f  the m ira cu lou s  —  d is e a s e  p resen ted  w ith  a d e l ib e r a t e  
n ak ed n ess. But Huysmans i s  much l e s s  p repared  to  in t e r p r e t  th is  
s u f f e r in g  as p a r t  o f  a scheme o f  r e p a r a t io n  o r  redem ption  than in  
the o th e r  r e l i g i o u s  w orks. In d e e d , as he s a y s , 'L ou rd es a p r i s ,  
en quelque s o r t e ,  l e  c o n t r e -p ie d  de l a  M y stiq u e ' (p .1 5 4 )>  s in ce  
i t  re p re se n ts  a r e v o l t  a g a in s t  s u f f e r i n g ,  a d e s p a ir in g  a pp ea l to  
the V ir g in :
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C e tte  C r o t te , e l l e  e s t  l e  hangar des âmes en tranee du monde, 
l e  hangar où tous l e s  é c r a s é s  de l a  v i e  v ie n n e n t  s 'a b r i t e r  e t  
éch ou en t en d e r n ie r  r e s s o r t ;  e l l e  e s t  l e  re fu g e  des e x is te n c e s  
condam nées, des t o r t u r e s  que r ie n  n 'a l l è g e ;  tou te  l a  s o u ffra n ce  
de l 'u n iv e r s  t i e n t ,  co n d e n sé e , en c e t  é t r o i t  e sp a ce , (p .4 4 )
His a t t i t u d e  to  m ira c le s  i s  a ls o  c a u t io u s ,  though  here we see n o t
a com passion ate d is c r e t io n  b e fo r e  the en orm ity  o f  human s u f f e r in g ,
but a con fu sed  in d e c is io n .  As M ich e lin e  T isop -B ra u n  p o in ts  o u t ,
th ere  i s  a strange paradox in  the re su rg e n ce  o f  the su pernatu ra l
in  the m id -n in eteen th  ce n tu ry  a t  the v e r y  moment when s c ie n ce
appeared  to  have trium phed. ( 85 ) L ou rd es , w ith  i t s  'bu reau  de
c o n s t a t a t io n s ' u s in g  the s k i l l s  o f  m ed ica l s c i e n c e  to  'p r o v e '
th a t th e  im p o ss ib le  has o c c u r r e d , e x e m p l i f ie s  t h is  paradox.
B ather as he d id  in  En r o u t e . Huysmans o s c i l l a t e s  between two
a t t i t u d e s  —  one which r e j e c t s  s c ie n c e  o u t r ig h t ,  the o th e r  which
t r ie s  t o  in te g ra te  i t  in t o  a  r e l i g i o u s  p e r s p e c t iv e  —  w ith ou t
a p p a re n tly  re c o g n is in g  the c o n t r a d i c t i o n .
A t f i r s t  he rem ains d is d a in fu l  o f  n o t io n s  o f  r a t io n a l  or
e m p ir ic a l  p r o o f :
ma f o i  ne rep ose  n i  s u r  ma r a i s o n ,  n i  s u r  l e s  p e rce p t io n s  
p lu s  ou moins c e r t a in e s  de mes s e n s ; e l l e  r e lè v e  d 'u n  
sen tim en t in t é r ie u r ,  d 'u n e  a ssu ra n ce  a c q u is e  par des 
preuves i n t e r n e s . . .  ( p p .29- 3 0 )
He r e j e c t s  'c e s  c& ciques de l a  p s y c h ia t r i e ' w ith  th e ir  in s is t e n c e  
on a u to -s u g g e s t io n  ( p .3 0 ) ,  a c c u s in g  Z o la  o f  bad f a i t h  in  h is  
treatm en t o f  m ira c le s  in  Lourdes (8 6 )  and la m e n tin g : 'Nous vou lon s  
r a is o n n e r  e t  n o tre  pauvre entendem ent e s t  s i  b o r n e ! '  (p .1 5 6 ) .
He d e r id e s  the p s e u d o - s c ie n t i f i c  r a t io n a l is m  o f  s c e p t ic s  
( e . g .  p p .2 8 8 -8 9 ), a lth ou gh  h is  own c o n c e p t io n  o f  p sy ch ia try  
seems e q u a lly  s u p e r f i c i a l .  He seem s, f o r  in s t a n c e ,  to  see auto­
s u g g e s t io n  as a p u re ly  c o n s c io u s , i n t e l l e c t u a l  p r o c e s s , when he 
doubts th a t a young c h i ld  can be the v ic t im  o f  th is  phenomenon.
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Y e t a t the same tim e he i s  p repared  to  a c c e p t  s c i e n t i f i c  e v id e n ce
when i t  fa v o u rs  the m ira cu lo u s . Thus an a u top sy  can 'p r o v e ' the
m iracu lou s cure o f  a  broken l e g  b on e , a t  a s h r in e  in  B elgium !
C e tte  a u to p s ie  d 'u n  m ira c le  e s t  ce r ta in e m e n t l a  preuve l a  
p lu s  e x t r a o r d in a ir e  qui a i t  jam ais  pu ê t r e  fo u r n ie  d 'u n e  
a c t io n  s u r n a t u r e l le  rem édiant à l 'im p u is s a n c e  humaine dans 
l e s  g u é r is o n s . d ' i c i - b a s . Les p la ie s  n erv eu ses  de Z o la , 
l 'a u t o s u g g e s t io n ,  l a  f o i  qui g u é r it|  to u te s  l e s  v i e i l l e s  
f a r ib o le s  d es  é c o le s  de l a  S a lp ê t r iè r e  e t  de N ancy, s o n t  
r é d u it e s  à r i e n ,  du co u p , (p .2 9 9 )
The f a c t s  th em selves sound d is p u ta b le  —  the a u topsy  took  p la ce
tw enty y e a rs  a f t e r  th e  cureI —  b u t in  any c a s e ,  what we see  h ere
i s  a cu r io u s  d e s ir e  to  b ea t the s c e p t i c s  on t h e i r  own grou n d , to
make s c ie n c e  'p r o v e '  the i r r a t i o n a l ,  when by d e f i n i t i o n  one
m ight assume the i r r a t i o n a l  i s  beyond p r o o f  o f  t h is  s o r t .
Huysmans in  f a c t  c o n fu s e s  cause and e f f e c t ,  in  much the same way
as the p o s i t i v i s t s  whom he h im s e lf  has a ccu sed  o f  t h is  e r r o r .  (8 7 )
The autopsy  d em on stra tes  o n ly  th a t a cu re  took  p la c e :  the cause
rem ains unknown. S im i la r ly ,  the fu n c t io n  o f  the 'b u re a u  de
c o n s t a t a t i o n s ',  as the name s u g g e s ts , i s  p r im a r ily  to  t e s t  the
gen u in en ess o f  the c u r e . to  a v o id  fra u d u le n t  c la im s , bu t none
the l e s s ,  as M arina V arner s a y s , i t  a ttem p ts 'th e  im p o s s ib le  task
o f  r e c o n c i l in g  the r e l i g i o u s  and s c i e n t i f i c  system s o f  t h o u g h t '.  (6 8 )
In  Les F ou les  de Lourdes Huysmans f i n a l l y  i s  un ab le  to  f i t
m a te r ia l s ig n s  i n t o  a com preh ensib le  system  o f  d iv in e  in t e r v e n t io n .
N e ith er  f a i t h  n or r a t io n a l is m  can p e n e tra te  the m y s te r ie s  o f  cu re s
w hich seem t o t a l l y  a r b i t r a r y .  When a c h i ld  who has been cu red  has
a r e la p s e , the n a r r a t o r  asks in  b ew ilderm en t:
comment e x p l iq u e r  l ' i r o n i e  de ce  fau x  m ir a c le ,  l e  mensonge 
de c e t t e  v a l i d i t é  f a c t i c e ?  ( p . 209 )
And he i s  d r iven  t o  c o n c lu d e :
La v é r i t é  e s t q u ' i l  n 'y  a aucune r è g l e ,  que l a  V ierge  
g u é r i t  q u i , où  e t  comme e l l e  v e u t ,  ( p . 3 2 2 )
A ll  Huysmans' o th e r  r e l i g i o u s  works show a d e s ir e  to  s y s te m a t is e  
and s y n th e s is e , a t  the r i s k  o f  com bin in g  e lem en ts w hich  may prove  
in co m p a tib le . The n o v e ls  t r y  to  u n ite  d id a c t ic is m , f i c t i o n  and 
a u tob iogra p h y ; La C a th éd ra le  u n dertak es to  e x p la in  the law s o f  
C h ristia n  sym bolism ; S a in te  Lydwine i s  a d em on stration  o f  the 
laws o f  m ystic  s u b s t i t u t i o n . and the tra n s fo rm a tio n  o f  m a tter  
through the m a rv e llo u s . Les F o u le s , on the o th e r  hand, a v o id s  
the dogmatism and p ed a n try  w hich  tend t o  b e s e t  t h is  a p p roa ch ; 
but one cannot h e lp  c o n c lu d in g  th a t i t  a ls o  shows how in a p p l ic a b le  
the a u th o r 's  co n c e p t io n  o f  s u f f e r in g  o r  the m a rve llou s  i s  to  the 
com p lica ted  r e a l i t y  o f  the tw e n tie th  ce n tu r y .
Can one sa y , th e n , th a t  the c e n tr a l  n o t io n  o f  Buysm ans' 
r e l ig io u s  w orks, o f  the s p i r i t u a l  b e in g  in v e s te d  in  the m a te r ia l 
through a 'n a tu ra lism e  m e r v e i l l e u x ',  o n ly  amounts to  a l i t e r a r y  
n o s ta lg ia  f o r  the b e l i e f s  o f  a p a st  age? The C a th o lic  w r i t e r  
E rn est B e llo  p ro v id e s  an i l lu m in a t in g  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  the f a n t a s t i c  
and the m a rv e llo u s :
Le fa n ta s t iq u e  e s t  l 'a p p a r i t i o n  s e n s ib le  des r e l a t i o n s  
ca ch ées  qu i u n is s e n t  l e  monde v i s i b l e  au monde i n v i s i b l e .
Le m e r v e il le u x , t e l  q u 'o n  l 'e n t e n d a i t  au d ix -h u it ie m e  
s i è c l e ,  ressem b le  au fa n ta s t iq u e  comme une m achine ressem b le  
à l a  v i e .  Le fa n t a s t iq u e  e s t  p u is é  dans l a  n a tu re  m&me 
des ch o s e s ; l e  m e r v e il le u x  e s t  une des f i c e l l e s  d o n t l e s  
a r ts  p o é tiq u e s  c o n t ie n n e n t  l a  r e c e t t e .  (8 9 )
As i t  happens, th is  d i s t i n c t i o n  i s  a lm ost an e x a c t  r e v e r s a l  o f
one made by André B re to n :
le  fa n ta s t iq u e  e s t  presque to u jo u r s  de l 'o r d r e  de l a  f i c t i o n  
sans con séq u en ce , a lo r s  que l e  m e r v e il le u x  l u i t  à  l 'e x trS m e  
p o in te  du mouvement v i t a l  e t  engage l ' a f f e c t i v i t é  t o u t  
e n t iè r e .  (9 0 )
Whatever the te rm in o lo g y , how ever, both  w r it e r s  appear to  a gree  
th a t the fa n t a s t ic /m a r v e l I o u b  can range from  b e in g  an empty 
l i t e r a r y  d e v ic e  to  b e in g  the medium w hich a llo w s  the id e a l  to
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be in te g ra te d  in t o  the v i s i b l e  w o r ld , the in d iv id u a l  as m icrocosm
in t o  a u n iv e rs a l o r d e r .  (9 1 )  The f o r m a l is t  approach  taken by
Todorov (who appears a t  one extrem e to  r e fu s e  to  r e la t e  l i t e r a t u r e
to  the w orld  a t  a l l )  (9 2 )  m ight seem to  be add odds w ith  su ch  v ie w s .
Though he d e l in e a te s  themes o f  the ' I '  based  on the r e l a t i o n s  between
man and the w o r ld , and themes o f  the 'y o u ' based on r e l a t i o n s  between
man and d e s i r e ,  the u n c o n s c io u s , (9 3 )  T odorov se e s  the f a n t a s t i c
p r im a r ily  as a fu n c t io n  o f  l i t e r a r y  la n g u a g e , the c r e a t io n  o f  an
am biguity about the e x is t e n c e  o f  the su p ern a tu ra lt
Le su rn a tu re l n a î t  du la n g a g e , i l  en e s t  à l a  f o i s  l a  
conséquence e t  l a  p re u v e : non seu lem ent l e  d ia b le  e t  l e s  
vam pires n 'e x i s t e n t  que dans l e s  m ots , mais a u s s i  s e u l  l e  
langage perm et de c o n c e v o ir  ce  qui e s t  to u jo u r s  a b s e n t : 
l e  s u r n a tu r e l . C e lu i - c i  d e v ie n t  donc un sym bole du 
la n g a g e , au mSme t i t r e  que l e s  f ig u r e s  de r h é t o r i q u e . . .  (9 4 )
The l i t e r a r y  t e x t  a llo w s  the r e a l  and u n rea l to  be brou gh t t o g e t h e r ,
f o r  in  l i t e r a t u r e  the ' r e a l '  m ere ly  depends on v e r b a l  c o n v e n t io n .
Huysmans m ight have r e a c t e d  u n fa v ou ra b ly  to  the id e a  th a t
the V irg in  Mary was s im p ly  a r h e t o r i c a l  d e v ic e  (T o d o r o v 's  h ig h ly
fo r m a lis t  approach  tends to  e x c lu d e  c o n s id e r a t io n  o f  the l i t e r a l
tru th  o f  the f a n t a s t i c ,  i t s  r e l a t i o n  t o ,  s a y , r e l i g i o u s
e x p e r ie n c e ) ,  but n e v e r th e le s s  t h i s  argument can be com bined
q u ite  e f f e c t i v e l y  w ith  H e l l o 's  as a way o f  p o in t in g  ou t the
d i f fe r e n c e  between Huysmans' in t e n t io n  and hiB a c tu a l  a ch ievem en t
in  h is  r e l i g i o u s  w ork s . W hile he se e s  h im s e lf  as a p rop on en t o f
m ysticism  in  an e x t r a - l i t e r a r y  s e n s e , what we see  i s  an a u th o r
s t r u g g lin g  to  adapt h is  lan gu age to  e x p e r ie n ce  w hich  e s ca p e s
lan gu age , and th e r e fo r e  f a l l i n g  back on the most co n c re te
a sp e cts  o f  r e l i g i o n  (p h y s ic a l  s u f f e r in g ,  b rea k in g  o f  n a tu ra l
la w s , a r c h it e c t u r a l  sy m b o lism ), to  which he s t r iv e s  to  g iv e
an exem plary d em on stra tive  v a lu e ,  but w hich tend a l l  too  o f t e n
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to  c o l la p s e  in t o  r h e t o r i c  ( t e n d e n t io u s n e s s , c o n t r a d i c t i o n ,  the 
m a rv e llo u s , d ogm atisa , m annerism ), in  o th e r  w ord s , to  fu n c t io n  
p u re ly  as ' l i t e r a t u r e ' .
A f in a l  exam ple, Huysmans' trea tm en t o f  C h r is t ia n  sym bolism , 
w i l l  show again  how the attem pt t o  o rd e r  the w orld  o r  h is t o r y  in t o  
an in t e g r a te d  d em on stration  o f  C h r is t ia n  myth i s  h a rd ly  s u c c e s s fu l .  
A lth ou gh  the id e a  o f  'n a tu ra lism e  m y st iq u e ' perhaps im p lie s  a 
c e r t a in  re d u ct iv is m  (Huysmans' m ost h o s t i l e  c r i t i c s  in  f a c t  s e e  
h is  treatm en t o f  r e l i g i o n  as a debasem ent o f  s p i r i t u a l  v a lu e s ) ,  (9 5 )  
the n o v e ls  o f  B loy  do manage to  f i t  b e l i e f  in t o  the frame o f  
contem porary f i c t i o n .  In  a s im ila x  way, the a c t  o f  in t e r p r e t in g  
the phenomena o f  the w orld  as sym bols o f  the d iv in e  runs the r i s k  
o f  r e d u c in g  o b je c t s  taken as exam ples to  a l l e g o r i c a l  v e h i c l e s  
w ith  l i t t l e  in h e re n t  i n t e r e s t .  In  the a r t i c l e  'Du genre f a n t a s t iq u e ' 
a lr e a d y  c i t e d ,  H e llo  o f f e r s  a b r i e f  e v o c a t iv e  in d ic a t io n  o f  how 
such a tra p  m ight be a v o id e d , w ith  reg a rd  to  the sym bolism  o f  
p r e c io u s  s t o n e s . The o rd e r  o f  b ea u ty  i s  a t  i t s  h ig h e s t  in  the 
m in e ra l, he s a y s , d escen d in g  to  th e  v e g e ta b le  and a ga in  to  the 
anim al kingdom .
L 'an im al c ' e s t  l a  c h a ir  e t  l e  san g; l e  v é g é ta l  r e p r é s e n te  
l e s  é la n s  du monde c r é é  v e r s  l ' i n f i n i ,  i l  f a i t  à l'hom m e 
l'aum&ne de l ' a i r  r e s p i r a b le .  Mais l e  m in éra l e s t  l e  t a b e r ­
n a c le  même du fe u  e t  son s é jo u r  in c o r r u p t ib le ;  l e  f e u ,  image 
de D ieu , r e s p le n d it  en lu i  e t  se dégage par l e  c h o c . La 
p ie r r e  p ré c ie u s e  garde au fo n d  d 'e l l e  sa  s p le n d e u r : m ais ce 
fe u  cach é l a  rend d u re , s o l i d e ,  in c o r r u p t ib l e .  (9 6 )
The p h y s ic a l  and m eta ph ysica l are s k i l f u l l y  in t e r l in k e d ;  the
n a tu ra l o rd e r  o f  th in g s  —  an im ate , o r g a n ic ,  in o r g a n ic  —  i s
made to  r e f l e c t  a  h ig h e r  o r d e r , b u t  the r e la t io n s h ip  i s  r e c ip r o c a l
r a th e r  than a r b i t r a r i l y  im posed . The a c tu a l q u a l i t i e s  o f  the
t h r e e  k in g d o m s  s u g g e s t  t h e i r  p l a c e  i n  a  d i v i n e  o r d e r :  th e  a n im a l
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to  c o l l a p s e  in t o  r h e t o r ic  ( te n d e n t io u s n e s s , c o n t r a d i c t i o n ,  the 
m a rv e llo u s , dogm atism , m annerism ), in  o th e r  w ords, t o  fu n c t io n  
p u re ly  as  ' l i t e r a t u r e ' .
A f in a l  exam ple, Euysmans' treatm en t o f  C h r is t ia n  sym bolism , 
w i l l  show again  how the attem pt t o  o rd e r  the w orld  o r  h is t o r y  in t o  
an in t e g r a t e d  dem on stration  o f  C h r is t ia n  myth i s  h a r d ly  s u c c e s s fu l .  
A lth ou gh  the id e a  o f  'n a tu ra lism e  m y stiq u e ' perhaps im p lie s  a 
c e r t a in  re d u ct iv is m  (Euysmans' m ost h o s t i l e  c r i t i c s  in  f a c t  see 
h is  trea tm en t o f  r e l i g i o n  as a debasem ent o f  s p i r i t u a l  v a lu e s ) ,  (9 5 )  
the n o v e ls  o f  B loy do manage to  f i t  b e l i e f  in t o  the fram e o f  
con tem porary  f i c t i o n .  In  a s im i la r  way, the a c t  o f  in t e r p r e t in g  
the phenomena o f  the w orld  as sym bols o f  the d iv in e  runs the r is k  
o f  r e d u c in g  o b je c t s  taken as exam ples to  a l l e g o r i c a l  v e h i c l e s  
w ith  l i t t l e  in h eren t in t e r e s t .  In  the a r t i c l e  'Du gen re  fa n t a s t iq u e ' 
a lr e a d y  c i t e d ,  E e llo  o f f e r s  a b r i e f  e v o c a t iv e  in d i c a t io n  o f  how 
such a tra p  m ight be a v o id e d , w ith  reg a rd  to  the sym bolism  o f  
p r e c io u s  s to n e s . The o rd er  o f  b eau ty  i s  a t  i t s  h ig h e s t  in  the 
m in e ra l, he s a y s , d escen d in g  to  the v e g e ta b le  and a g a in  to  the 
animal kingdom .
L 'a n im a l c 'e s t  l a  ch a ir  e t  l e  san g; l e  v e g e ta l  re p ré se n te  
l e s  é la n s  du monde cré é  v e r s  l ' i n f i n i ,  i l  f a i t  à l'homme 
l'aum Sne de l ' a i r  r e s p ir a b le .  Mais l e  m in éra l e s t  l e  ta b e r­
n a c le  même du fe u  e t  son s é jo u r  in c o r r u p t ib l e ;  l e  f e u ,  image 
de  D ieu , r e s p le n d it  en l u i  e t  se dégage par l e  c h o c . La 
p ie r r e  p ré c ie u s e  garde au fo n d  d 'e l l e  sa  sp len d eu r*  mais ce 
f e u  cach é l a  rend  dure , s o l i d e ,  i n c o r r u p t ib l e .  (9 6 )
The p h y s ic a l  and m etaph ysica l are s k i l f u l l y  in t e r l in k e d ;  the
n a tu ra l o rd e r  o f  th in g s  —  anim ate, o r g a n ic ,  in o r g a n ic  —  i s
made t o  r e f l e c t  a h ig h e r  o rd e r , b u t the r e la t io n s h ip  i s  r e c ip r o c a l
ra th e r  than a r b i t r a r i l y  im posed. The a c tu a l q u a l i t i e s  o f  the
t h r e e  k in g d o m s  s u g g e s t  t h e i r  p l a c e  i n  a  d i v i n e  o r d e r :  th e  a n im a l
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p e r is h e s , a t  l e a s t  in  i t s  co r p o re a l  form ; the v e g e t a b le  i s  
harnessed  to  m an's n e e d s , but i s  a ls o  an In te rm e d ia ry  f o r  the 
i n f i n i t e ;  the i n c o r r u p t i b i l i t y  o f  the p r e c io u s  s t o n e ,  i t s  f i r e ,  
su ggests  God ( 'im a g e  de B l e u ') ,  o r  perhaps t h i s  ' f e u  cach e* i s  
the d iv in e  i t s e l f .
The m a g n if ic e n t  op en in g  pages o f  La C a th éd ra le  s u g g e s t  th a t 
fo l lo w in g  H e l l o ,  Huysmans has brea th ed  a d iv in e  f i r e  in t o  the 
s ton es  o f  the c a t h e d r a l ,  as i t s  m in era l w or ld  i s  an im ated  by the 
r i s in g  su n . As S a rra z in  puts i t ,  ' l a  p ie r r e  d e v ie n t  c h a ir  e t  
lu m iè re , s 'h u m an ise  en r e s t a n t  s u r n a t u r e l l e ' .  (9 7 )  B ut t h is  
prom ise iB  s h o r t - l i v e d .  Huysmans b o a s ts  in  the p r e fa c e  to  
A reb ou rs  th a t  in  h is  treatm en t o f  je w e ls  in  La C a th éd ra le  
(ch a p te r  se v e n ) he has b rea th ed  f i r e  in t o  the mute s t o n e s  o f  
A r e b o u r s . Y et the v e r b a l  b r i l l i a n c e  o f  h is  d e s c r ip t io n s  in  
A reb ou rs  i s  r e p la c e d  by a d u l l  l i s t  o f  je w e ls  w ith  th e  a t t r ib u t e s  
which v a r io u s  a u t h o r i t ie s  g ran t them —  a t t r ib u t e s  w h ich  have 
l i t t l e  o r  no i n t r i n s i c  c o n n e c t io n  w ith  the s to n e s  th e m s e lv e s , 
as D urtal h im s e lf  adm its ( La C a th é d ra le . 1 ,2 6 0 ) .  S a r r a z in  
b lu n t ly  c a l l s  t h is  d is c u s s io n  'c u i s t r e  e t  peu c o n v a in c a n t e ',  (9 8 )  
com paring i t  u n fa v o u ra b ly  w ith  C la u d e l 's  e s s a y  on 'L a  M ystique 
des p ie r r e s  p r é c i e u s e s ' .  S ta t in g  th a t
l a  p ie r r e  p r é c ie u s e ,  a in s i  qu 'une Ame l u c id e ,  e s t
l i s i b l e  dans l ' i n t é g r i t é  de sa  su b s ta n ce , (9 9 )
C laudel does in d eed  g iv e  a le n g th y  re a d in g  o f  the b i b l i c a l  
sym bolism  o f  p r e c io u s  s t o n e s , but a t  the same time th e  su bstan ce  
o f  the je w e ls  i s  l o v in g ly  evok ed , w ith  sen su a l d e t a i l i n g  o f  th e ir  
' t a s t e '  o r  'b o u q u e t ',  and the e n te r p r is e  i s  j u s t i f i e d  b oth  as a 
s c h o la r ly  and an im a g in a t iv e  e x e r c i s e .
Fernande Zayed p o in ts  ou t th a t  the sym bolism  o f  Huysmans'
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r e l i g io u s  works has l i t t l e  co n n e c t io n  w ith  th a t  o f  con tem porary
p o e t s .  Where they see  i t  as a  h erm etic  p r o c e s s  o f  c r e a t io n ,
su g g e s tiv e  m ystery , s u p p re s s io n  o f  naming ( ’ É voquer dans une
ombre e x p rè s , l ' o b j e t  tu , par des mots a l l u s i f s .  Jam ais d i r e c t s . . . ' «
M allarm é) (1 0 0 ) ,  he on the c o n tr a r y  u n dertak es  to  d e c ip h e r , to
make e x p l i c i t  the m ystery o f  o b j e c t s .  In  h is  own rem arks on
Mallarmé in  A r e b o u r s , a q u a s i-m y s t ic a l  n o t io n  o f  a  l i t e r a t u r e
w hich i s  a s e l f - s u s t a in in g  d i s t i l l a t i o n  o f  e x p e r ie n ce  in d u c in g
ra p tu re  i s  p ro p o se d . But in  p r a c t i c e ,  Huysmans' C h r is t ia n
sym bology depends h e a v ily  on the su p p ort o f  e x te r n a l  a u t h o r it y .
H is approach seems to  r e s p e c t  the p r in c ip l e s  o f  m ed ieva l sym bolism ,
s in c e  the d e f i n i t i o n  he o f f e r s  i n ,  f o r  exam ple , h is  e s s a y  'L a
Sym bolique de Notre-Dame de P a r i s '  (1 0 1 ) co rre sp o n d s  c l o s e ly  to
th a t g iven  by Ém ile M âle. F or the M iddle A ges , Mâle w r ite s
Le monde e s t  un l i v r e  immense, é c r i t  de l a  main de D ieu , 
ou chaque ê t r e  e s t  un mot p le in  de s e n s . ( . . . )  La s c ie n c e  
c o n s is t e  donc non pas à é t u d ie r  l e s  ch o se s  en e lle s -m ê m e s , 
mais à p é n é tre r  l e s  enseign em en ts que D ieu a m is pour 
nous en e l l e s .  (1 0 2 )
The 'é c r i t u r e  s a c r é e ' o f  C h artres  ca th e d ra l makes i t  a  m icrocosm .
I t s  'a lp h a b e t ' o f  s ton e  and g la s s  (an  a lp h a b e t  w hich  va n ish ed  w ith  
the p r in t in g  p r e s s ,  as V ic t o r  Hugo p o in ts  o u t in  a fam ous ch a p ter  
o f  Notre-Dame de P a r is . 'C e c i  tu era  c e l a ' ) ,  has to  be d e s c r ib e d  
and d e c ip h e re d .
The e n te r p r is e  i s  then e s s e n t i a l l y  d e r iv a t iv e  and in t e r p r e t a t iv e  
ra th e r  than c r e a t iv e ,  and t h is  i s  perhaps why, as i t s  c r i t i c s  have 
o b se rv e d , (1 0 3 ) La C ath éd ra le  rea d s  more l i k e  a t h e o lo g ic a l  
t r e a t is e  than a work o f  im a g in a t io n . In  a d d it io n ,  the r e s u l t s  o f  
th is  sym b olic  d e co d in g  are o f t e n  d is a p p o in t in g . F ar from  d o in g  
ju s t i c e  to  the monumental pow er and exu beran ce  o f  th e  c a th e d r a l, 
they seem c u r io u s ly  banal and a r b i t r a r y .  Thus the r o o f  'r e p r e s e n t s '
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c h a r i t y ,  the t i l e s  s o ld i e r s  w arding o f f  the pagan , the s to n e s  the 
u n io n  o f  s o u ls  o r  the th ron g  o f  the f a i t h f u l ,  the f o u r  w a lls  the 
f o u r  G ospels  o r  fo u r  V ir t u e s ,  and so  f o r t h  ( 1 , 1 6 3 - 64) .  Tar from  
in v e s t in g  the b u ild in g  w ith  s p i r i t u a l  pow er, such  m onotonous 
a l l e g o r i s i n g  tends to  d e s t r o y  the c r e a t iv e  u n ity  and f o r c e  which 
th e  ca th e d ra l p o ss e s se s  in  i t s e l f  by s u b o r d in a t in g  th e se  q u a l i t i e s  
t o  e x t r i n s i c ,  a b s tr a c t  co n c e p t io n s .
I t  i s  w e ll  known th a t M arx ist c r i t i c s ,  and p a r t i c u la r ly  
L u k á cs , are h o s t i l e  t o  n a tu ra lism  b ecau se  i t  seems to  stand  
o u t s id e  h is t o r y ,  r e fu s in g  to  see a p o s i t i v e  in t e r a c t i o n  between 
th e  in d iv id u a l  and the s o c ia l  p ro ce ss  and l im i t in g  i t s e l f  to  
s t a t i c  d e s c r ip t io n  and b io l o g i c a l  f a t a l i s m . I t  was n o te d  in  
ch a p te r  one th a t in  a r e c e n t  a r t i c l e  on 'L u k á cs , Z o la  and the 
A e s t h e t ic s  o f  R e a l is m ', B. N elson has dem on strated  the l im it a t io n s  
o f  t h is  v ie w , argu in g  th a t  Z o la 's  d e s c r ip t io n s  in  La C u ree . f o r  
exam p le , a re  n o t  p u r e ly  d e co ra t iv e  bu t se rv e  a dynam ic purpose 
a s  p o l i t i c a l  ( a l b e i t  n e g a t iv e )  s ta te m e n ts . (1 0 4 )  The d is c u s s io n  
o f  A re  hours a ls o  showed how Huysmans' n o v e l l w h atever i t s  appear­
a n ce  o f  a e s t h e t ic  s o l ip s is m , a c t u a l ly  r e v e a ls  the s o c i a l  p ro ce ss  
t o  be in e sca p a b le  (d e s  E sse in te s  r e j e c t s  c e r t a in  s o c i a l  norm s, 
b u t  n o t  o t h e r s ;  h is  r e t r e a t  from s o c i e t y  i s  i t s e l f  s o c i a l l y  
c o n d it io n e d ,  in s o fa r  a s  he i s  a member o f  a m oribund s o c i a l  c l a s s ) .  
But n e v e r th e le s s , i t  seems a rea so n a b le  g e n e r a l is a t io n  to  say th a t 
n a tu ra lism  o f f e r s  a h ig h ly  p e s s im is t ic  v iew  o f  the p la c e  o f  the 
in d iv id u a l  in  the w o r ld , and ' p o l i t i c a l '  a c t io n  in  the w orld  
(b e  i t  des E s s e in t e s 's  h e r o ic  w ithdraw al o r  the m in e rs ' s t r ik e )  
o f f e r s  no e f f e c t i v e  rem edy. One o f  the g r e a t  b e n e f i t s  o f  r e l i g io u s  
b e l i e f  f o r  Huysmans i s  th at i t  en a b les  him to  r e s t o r e  man to  h is  
p la c e  in  h is t o r y  as an a c t iv e  a g en t. S u f fe r in g  i s  no lo n g e r
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g r a tu ito u s , p a r t  o f  a  m ean ingless c y c le  o f  d e g e n e ra tio n s  i t  can 
be re c la im e d , g iven  a  p o s i t iv e  fu n c t io n  in  the w orkings o f  d e s t in y , 
in  which the in d iv id u a l  i s  an a c t iv e  a g e n t . And the a r t i s t  i s  
in te g ra te d  in t o  s o c i e t y ,  f o r  i t  i s  he who s y m b o lic a l ly  e x p la in s  
the ways o f  God to  man.
The c a th e d r a l , c r e a t io n  o f  the m ed ieva l a r t i s t  o r  a r t i s a n ,
e x p la in s  and re p r e s e n ts  the C rea tion  in  i t s  e n t i r e t y !
grâ ce  à l a  s c ie n c e  du sym bolism e on a pu f a i r e  d 'u n  
monceau de p ie r r e s  un m acrocosm e. ( La C a th é d ra le . 1 ,1 5 6 )
Ve see a l l  ' l ' h i s t o i r e  du genre humain' ( 1 ,1 5 6 ) ,  m oral and
m a te r ia l , from  Adam•to  the L a st Judgem ent, r e v e a le d  in  the
ca th e d r a l. But 'h i s t o r y '  in  th is  sense no lo n g e r  co rre sp o n d s  to
tem poral r e a l i t y  as i t  appears e i t h e r  to  the r e a d e r  o r ,  f o r  th a t
m a tter, in  Huysmans* r e l i g i o u s  w orks. . J u s t  as the sch em a tic
in t e r p r e t a t io n  o f  s u f f e r in g  and n o s t a lg i c  im it a t io n s  o f  the
m arvels o f  m edieval le g e n d  c o l la p s e  when the a u th or i s  c o n fro n te d
w ith  the c h a o t ic  agony o f  contem porary L o u rd e s , so  to o  t h is
sym bolic v e r s io n  o f  h is t o r y  i s  r e v e a le d  as  a r e a c t io n a r y  h a rk in g -
back to  C h r is t ia n  myth w hich has no p la ce  in  the modern w or ld  o f
p o l i t i c a l  a c t i o n .  P o l i t i c a l  ev en ts  d r iv e  D u rta l from  the m onastery
a t  the end o f  L 'O b la t . when fo l lo w in g  the law s on the co n g re g a t io n s
the monks ch oose  to  le a v e  F ran ce . As he rem arks,
comment se d é s in t é r e s s e r  d 'événem ents q u i v o n t p e u t -6 t r e  
m o d if ie r ,  une f o i s  de p lu s , ma v i e ?  ( L 'O b la t . 1 1 ,1 6 5 )
But Huysmans' a n a ly s is  o f  the cau ses o f  th e se  ev en ts  i s  in  f a c t
em b arra ss in g ly  n a iv e .  The D reyfus A f f a i r  r e v e a ls  the work o f  the
D e v il ;  i t  i s  a c o n s p ir a c y  s e t  up by the F reem asons, P r o te s ta n ts
and Jews to  d e s tr o y  the Church ( 1 1 ,5 5 - 5 6 ) .  Meantime the Papacy
under Leo X I I I  i s  b oth  m ora lly  and p o l i t i c a l l y  im poten t ( l l , 6 0 ) .
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In c o n c lu s io n , th en , Huysmans' r e l i g i o u s  sym bolism  f a i l s  to  
ca rry  c o n v ic t io n  e i t h e r  in  im a g in a t iv e  term s o r  as  a  means o f  
o rd e r in g  the w o r ld . H is d e s c r ip t io n s  ten d  to  d eg e n e ra te  in t o  
b e w ild e r in g  enum erations o f  the v iew s o f  e x te r n a l a u t h o r i t i e s .
This p re fe re n ce  f o r  o u ts id e  s o u rce s  r e v e a ls  a c e r t a in  pedan try  
and ten d en tiou sn ess  (Huysmans i s  fon d  o f  'p r o v in g *  a d ub ious p o in t  
by q u otin g  a lo n g  l i s t  o f  e x p e r t s )  ( 1 0 5 ) ,  but a l s o  perhaps a d e s ir e  
to  su rren d er h is  a r t i s t i c  autonom y, a k in  to  the a u th o r ita r ia n is m  
w hich Tison-B raun d is c e r n s  in  the co n v e rs io n s  o f  B ou rget and 
B ru n e tiè re , f o r  whom
l a  n o s t a lg ie  avouée de l a  f o i  r e c o u v r a i t  e t  d is s im u la it  
une n o s t a lg ie  s e c r è t e  de l a  l o i .  (1 0 6 )
Though Huysmans m ight n o t  sh are t h e ir  s o c i a l  a b s o lu t is m , h is
n o s t a lg ia  f o r  the M iddle Ages su g g e sts  a d e s ir e  f o r  an age o f
m eta p h y sica l, s o c i a l  and a r t i s t i c  c e r t a i n t i e s ,  w h ich  as T is o n -
Braun in d ic a te s  i s  t y p ic a l  o f  the a u th ors  o f  the C a t h o l ic  r e v iv a l :
A l 'o r i g i n e  de tou s  l e s  r e t o u r s ,  on p e r ç o i t  l a  v o lo n t é  que 
l e  l i e n  s o c i a l  s o i t  p la c é  sous l e  s ig n e  du s a c r é ,  e t  que l a  
l o i  e t  l e s  p r in c ip e s  éch app en t au co n tr ft le  de l a  r a is o n  
in d iv id u e l l e .  ( . . . )  l a  v é r i t a b le  d iv i s io n  id é o lo g iq u e  
s ’ é t a b l i t  e n tre  l e s  d é fe n s e u rs , t r a d i t i o n a l i s t e s  ou i n d i ­
v id u a l i s t e s ,  du l i b r e - a r b i t r e ,  e t  l e s  s e r v i t e u r s ,  anar­
c h is t e s  ou a u t o r i t a i r e s ,  des f o r c e s  i r r a t i o n n e l l e s .  (1 0 7 )
In  h is  p erson a l l i f e  Huysmans was in  f a c t  r e lu c t a n t  to  su rren d er
h is  l i t e r a r y  independence to  e c c l e s i a s t i c a l  a u t h o r it y .  H is
p o s i t io n  as a w r it e r  o f  C a th o l ic  works cau sed  him em barrassm ent
a t  the M in is te ry , u n t i l  h is  re t ir e m e n t  in  1696; b u t  a t  the same
time h is  b ook s , w ith  t h e ir  a n t i - c l e r i c a l i s m  and n a t u r a l i s t
lan gu age , caused c o n tr o v e r s y  in  C a th o lic  c i r c l e s .  En ro u te  and
La C athédrale came c l o s e  to  b e in g  p la ce d  on the In d e x  (1 0 8 ) ;
the author was denounced in  se p a ra te  b roch u res  w r i t t e n 'b y  the
abbés B e l l e v i l l e  and F é r ié s  in  1898 (1 0 9 ) ;  L 'O b la t  was g r e e te d
w ith  d is fa v o u r  by the B e n e d ic t in e s . Though he r e fu s e d  to
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'r e n o u n ce ' h i*  p r e -c o n v e r s io n  w orks, Huysmans' u n su cce ss fu l
am bition  o f  s e t t in g  up a c o lo n y  o f  a r t i s t s  who would l i v e  on
the f r in g e  o f  a r e l i g i o u s  community and h is  own o b la tu re  a t
L ig u g e , where he d id  ju s t  t h a t ,  show an attem pt to  compromise
between the demands o f  a r t  ( r e q u i r in g  p erson a l freedom  o f
e x p r e s s io n )  and f a i t h  (s u b m it t in g  t o  e x te r n a l  a u t h o r it y ) .
In  T-f| y»mme p a u v re . B loy  s t a t e s  th a t  a r t  i s  s u b s e rv ie n t
to  the Church o r  even  f o r e ig n  to  i t s  e s s e n c e , as a u s e fu l
p re lim in a ry  to  a v i t u p e r a t iv e  (th ou g h  a c cu r a te )  j i b e  a t
Huysmans' a e s t h e t ic is m . (1 1 0 )  I t  i s  tru e  th a t a t  the b eg in n in g
o f  En r o u t e . D urtal e x c la im s
Ah! l a  v ra ie  preuve du C a th o l ic is m e , c 'é t a i t  c e t  a r t
q u ' i l  a v a it  fo n d e , c e t  a r t  que n u l n 'a  su rpassé  en co re ! ( 1 ,1 0 )
and throughout the book  has a ten d en cy  to  grade r e l i g io u s
s e r v ic e s  ra th e r  l i k e  c o n c e r t  p erform a n ces  (a s  B loy s a r d o n ic a l ly
n o t e d ) .  But u lt im a te ly  Huysmans i s  p rep a red  to  adm it th a t
r e l i g i o n  exceed s  a r t  —  in  the p a ssa g e s  in  En rou te  i t s e l f
w hich appeal to  the in e x p r e s s ib le ,  a lr e a d y  d is cu s s e d , or
e lse w h e re ; f o r  exam ple in  T r o is  p r i m i t i f s , when he withdraws as
c r i t i c  from  d is c u s s in g  a V ir g in  by th e  M aître de F lé m a lle ,
p le a d in g  th a t
La c r i t iq u e  d 'a r t  n 'a  presque p lu s  r ie n  à v o i r  avec e l l e ;  
l a  V ie rg e  r e lè v e  s u r to u t  du dom aine de l a  l i t u r g i e  e t  de 
l a  m ystiqu e , (p .3 4 0 )  (1 1 1 )
Compromise thus seems e q u a lly  a p p l i c a b le  to  h is  works as h is  l i f e  
a f t e r  the c o n v e r s io n . We do n o t  s e e  the e r e c t io n  o f  a u n if ie d  
system , bu t ra th e r  the a ttem pt to  g rou p  to g e th e r  elem ents w hich 
have no apparent c o h e s io n .
I t  has been argu ed  th rou gh ou t th a t  f o r  Huysmans n a tu ra lism  
c o n s is t s  o f  a v i s i o n  o f  the w orld  p re o c cu p ie d  by the decay o f
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p h y s ica l  s u b s ta n ce , and o f  a  way o f  w r i t in g  w hich aims e s p e c ia l l y  
to  ren d er the tex tu re  o f  th is  s u b s ta n c e , w r it in g  f o r  w hich the 
s e n su a l, im p r e s s io n is t ic  and p h y s io lo g ic a l  are more im portan t 
than the a b s t r a c t  o r  i n t e l l e c t u a l .  The p r e -c o n v e r s io n  works 
attem pt to  esca p e  the p e s s im is t ic  im p l ic a t io n s  o f  t h is  v i s io n  
through a e s th e t ic is m «  m atter i s  made the m a te r ia l o f  a r t .  But 
des E s s e in t e s 's  f a i lu r e  r e v e a ls  th a t  the c r e a t iv e  e n t e r p r is e  i s  
n e it h e r  s e l f - j u s t i f y i n g  n or s e l f - r e g u l a t i n g .  C on vers ion  a llo w s  
Huysmans to  su bord in ate  a r t  to  d id a c t ic is m  o r  a u to d id a c t ic is m  
(he i s  both  p r o s e ly te  and p r o s e ly t i s e r )  —  a r t  s e rv e s  to  i l l u s t r a t e  
the a b s o lu te  tru th s  o f  C a th o lic is m . Huysmans' d is c o v e r y  o f  
sym bology and the m iracu lous a ls o  a llo w s  him to  v a l id a t e  the 
w orld  o f  m a tte r , (1 1 2 ) w ith ou t fu n d am en ta lly  ch an gin g  h is  
p r e s e n ta t io n  o f  i t :  d egen era tion  in  t h i s  w orld  s ig n a ls  re g e n e ra t io n  
in  the n e x t .  Like Z o la , he turns to  u to p ia n  m y t h o lo g is in g , 
even i f  the myths he e r e c t s  are r a th e r  d i f f e r e n t .
But Buysmans' C h r is t ia n  m ythology  tu rn s o u t to  be a 
fragm en ted , extran eou s s t r u c t u r e . ( 1 1 3 ) Par from  a c h ie v in g  a 
s y n th e s is  o f  C h ris tia n  b e l i e f  and n a tu r a lis m , he manages a t  b e s t  
an e p is o d ic  s u c c e s s . Symbolism a llo w s  him to  d is p la y  h is  d e s c r ip t iv e  
s k i l l s ,  but i t s  u n iv e r s a l is in g  aims p rov e  to  be m ere ly  a p ed a n tic  
r e c i t i n g  o f  s o u rce s ; h is  p re o c cu p a tio n  w ith  the m a rve llou s  
a llo w s  him to  re ca p tu re  the lu r id  charm o f  m edieval le g e n d , 
but the r e s u l t ,  d e sp ite  i t s  l i t e r a r y  a p p e a l , i s  n e a re r  the 
o n e i r i c  e x o t ic is m  o f  the dreams in  En rade (a s  the r e v e r ie  on 
K h osroes , k in g  o f  P e rs ia  and p u r lo in e r  o f  the tru e  C ro s s , in  
ch a p ter  two o f  L 'O b ia t  shows) (1 1 4 )  than an a f f ir m a t io n  o f  
s p i r i t u a l  v a lu e s ; c e r ta in  a u t o b io g r a p h ic a l  p assages in  the 
n o v e ls  are g en u in e ly  m oving, but g e n e r a l ly  Huysmans r e j e c t s
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p s y c h o lo g ic a l  in v e s t ig a t io n .  H is own Judgements in  h is  
corresp on den ce  on h is  r e l i g i o u s  works n e a r ly  alw ays r e v e a l  
a sense o f  d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n  a t  h av in g  to  f i t  r e c a l c i t r a n t  
m a teria l in t o  a l i t e r a r y  fram ew ork. W hile B lo y 's  w orks show a 
s in g le -m in d ed  fa n a t ic is m , Huysmans1 r e l i g i o u s  works con vey  a 
f e e l in g  o f  h e s it a t io n  and c i r c u l a r i t y ,  e i t h e r  in  t h e i r  p l o t s ,  
when th e y /a r e  n o v e ls , ,  o r  in  the g e n e ra l n a r r a t iv e  tone and 
approach . The a u th o r 's  in d e c i s io n  abou t w hether to  r e j e c t  
s c ie n ce  o r  somehow to  su b ord in a te  i t  t o  the s iira cu lo u s  in  
Les F ou les  de Lourdes e x e m p lif ie s  the r e p e t i t iv e n e s s  and 
u n ce r ta in ty  th a t  c h a r a c te r is e  the books as a  w h o le , where 
in term in a b le  ram blin g  m onologues t r a i l  o f f  in c o n c lu s iv e ly  
w ith  the phrase 'E t  p u i s . . .  e t  p u is ' (a  phrase re p e a te d  a lm ost 
o b s e s s iv e ly ) ,  o n ly  to  be taken up a l i t t l e  l a t e r .  W hatever the 
s in c e r i t y  o f  Huysmans' a s p ir a t io n s ,  in  p u re ly  l i t e r a r y  terms 
h is  r e l i g i o u s  works rem ain u n s a t is fy in g  h y b r id s .
CONCLUSION
In a r e c e n t  book on Buysmans' C a th o lic  w ork , M adeleine 
O rto lev a  has chosen to  c a l l  him a 'ro m a n c ie r  du s a l u t ' .  ( 1 ) But 
i t  seems more d e fe n s ib le  to  argue t h a t ,  c o n tra ry  to  t h i s  v ie w , 
he i s  a fun dam entally  p e s s im is t i c  a u th or  whose works d is p la y  a 
stran ge com bin ation  o f  an a p p e a lin g  l i t e r a r y  z e s t  and a m elancholy  
c e le b r a t io n  o f  the p o s i t io n  o f  ru p tu re  and d is c o n t in u it y  in  which 
man e x i s t s  in  h is  f a l l e n  s t a t e .  ( V a le r y 's  s c i n t i l l a t i n g  
b io g r a p h ic a l  memoir o f  .Buysmans ca p tu re s  h is  ton e p e r f e c t l y . )  ( 2 )  
The in d iv id u a l i s  alw ays cu t  o f f  from  o b je c t s  in  the o u te r  w o r ld , 
from  o th e r s , but a ls o  from  h is  own in n e r  w o r ld , b e tra y ed  by the 
im pulses o f  the body o r  u n co n sc io u s  m ind; and f i n a l l y ,  f a r  from  
a ch ie v in g  a r e c o n c i l i a t i o n ,  Buysmans f in d s  th a t  l i t e r a t u r e  to o  i s  
d eprived  o f  v a lu e , becom ing an a u th or  p r a c t i s in g  an a r t  in  which 
he has l e s s  and l e s s  f a i t h .  The te n s io n  between n a tu ra lis m  and 
some form  o f  r e l i g i o u s  b e l i e f  seems to  be m ost f r u i t f u l  when 
Buysmans has op ted  f o r  n e it h e r  but o s c i l l a t e s  between the two 
( A re b o u rs . Là -b a s ) t the c h o ic e  o f  C a th o lic is m  u lt im a t e ly  d e s tr o y s  
the f i c t i o n a l  autonomy o f  h is  workB ( La C a th é d ra le . L 'O b la t ) .
To ta lk  o f  Euysmans 'o p t i n g '  f o r  n a tu ra lism  o r  r e l i g i o n  
in  h is  l i t e r a r y  work i s  o f  co u rse  som eth ing o f  a s i m p l i f i c a t i o n .
I f  Buysmans’ i s  a n a t u r a l i s t ,  i t  i s  n o t  sim p ly  because he was 
a f f i l i a t e d  f o r  a time to  a p a r t i c u la r  l i t e r a r y  g rou p , bu t because 
h is  w r it in g  e x h ib i t s  c e r t a in  themes and te ch n iq u e s , a  c e r t a in  
manner o r  v is io n  w hich u lt im a t e ly  g oes  beyond the a u t h o r 's  
co n sc io u s  c o n t r o l ,  w hatever the changes in  h is  p e rso n a l o u t lo o k . 
S ig n i f i c a n t ly ,  he co n tin u e s  to  w r ite  n o v e ls  w hich s t r u g g le  to  
fo l lo w  the r e a l i s t  co n v e n t io n s  o f  ch a ra c te r  and s e t t in g  r ig h t
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up to  the end o f  h ie  c a r e e r ,  even though he i e  h im s e lf  aware 
th a t h is  m a te r ia l i s  b a r e ly  f i t t e d  to  what he sees  more and more 
as the s t r a it , }a c k e t  o f  f i c t i o n .  Buysmans may w e ll  f i n a l l y  be a 
n o v e l i s t  o r  n a t u r a l i s t  d e s p it e  h im s e l f ;  c e r t a in ly  th e re  seems to  
be a f a t a l  r i f t  betw een m atter and manner in  the l a s t  two n o v e ls .
I t  i s  h e lp fu l  to  em phasise th a t  Huysmans seems u n ab le  to  
a v o id  p e r c e iv in g  and e x p r e s s in g  the w orld  through a n a t u r a l i s t  
a e s t h e t i c  g r i l l e ,  even  when h is  id e o lo g y  has become avow edly  
a n t i - n a t u r a l i s t ,  i f  one i s  to  a v o id  the a p p a re n tly  awkward 
c o n t r a d ic t io n  o f  c la im in g  th a t Buysmans i s  r e a l l y  a n a t u r a l i s t  
even when he stan d s  o u ts id e  n a tu ra lis m . The b ou n d a ries  o f  
n a tu ra lism  i t s e l f  in  a w id e r  sense can be hard to  d e f in e :  
fe a tu r e s  th a t seem ' t y p i c a l l y '  n a t u r a l i s t  have an u n fo r tu n a te  
tendency to  appear in  the works o f  a u th ors  r a r e ly  a s s o c ia t e d  
w ith  n a tu ra lism . Thus one f in d s  a 'p h y s i o l o g i c a l '  d e f i n i t i o n  
o f  rem orse c u r io u s ly  ak in  to  th a t  o f  Z o la  in  the p r e fa c e  to  
Therese Raouin in  P e la d a n 's  n o v e l Le V ic e  sunrSme (1 8 8 4 ) ,  where 
r e a l i s t  n o t io n s  o f  v ra isem b la n ce  u s u a lly  p la y  l i t t l e  p a r t  ( in  
one scen e  the h e ro  M erodack d is p a tc h e s ' an a d versa ry  by c a s t in g  
a s p e l l  on h im ). ( 3 ) S im i la r ly ,  the com parisons o f  the o n s e t  o f  
sexu al d e s ir e  to  sap  r i s i n g ,  o r  o f  the w orkings o f  the Blind to  a 
mechanism o r  c lo ck w o r k , w hich  are a  r a th e r  hackneyed fe a tu r e  o f  
some n a t u r a l is t  w r i t in g ,  can e q u a lly  be found  in  a n o v e l such  as 
V ic t o r  C h e r b u l ie z 's  Le Comte K o s t ia  ( 18 6 3 ) .  ( 4 ) T h is  problem  
can perhaps be surm ounted i f  one a c c e p ts  th a t a term  l i k e  
n a tu ra lism  i s  in  i t s e l f  e s s e n t i a l l y  a b s t r a c t :  i t  i s ,  as i t  w ere , 
a 'la n g u e ' w hich i s  i l l u s t r a t e d  and e x e m p lif ie d , to  a  g r e a te r  o r  
l e s s e r  d e g re e , by the 'p a r o l e '  o f  p a r t ic u la r  a u th o r s . Any g iven  
author in  h is  w r it in g  may to  some e x te n t  e ch o , d e f in e ,  o r  r e d e f in e
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the 'la n g u a g e ' o f  n a tu ra lis m ) r i g i d  d e f i n i t i o n s  may be u n n ecess ­
a r i l y  r e s t r i c t i v e .  ( 5 )
From the b e g in n in g , Euysmans' own a t t i t u d e  tow ards the 
l i t e r a r y  re s o u rc e s  o f  n a tu ra lism  b e tra y s  some u n c e r t a in t y . H is 
p re fe re n ce  f o r  the term  'in t im is m e ',  w h ich  he a p p lie s  to  En menage, 
a n t ic ip a t e s  the s o l i p s i s t i c  te n d e n c ie s  o f  A reh ou rs  (th ou g h  an 
e a r l i e r  work l ik e  Sac au dos a lre a d y  r e v e a ls  the d e s ir e  to  
r e t r e a t  t c  a s a fe  i n t e r i o r  —  the h o s p i t a l  ward where one 
s h e lte r s  from  the th e a tr e  o f  w a r ). In  h is  e s sa y  on '¿ m i le  Z o la  
e t  L 'A ssom m oir' . he p a s s e s  ov er  Z o la 's  s c ie n t is m , w ith  i t s  
p o l i t i c a l  im p l ic a t io n s .  The tru th s  w hich  Z o la 's  works p o in t  to  
r e s id e  in  th e ir  in n o v a to r y  f o r c e  in  an a r t i s t i c  s e n s e , he c la im s , 
but he i s  r e lu c ta n t  t o  r e c o g n is e  th a t th ey  may be d is t u r b in g  in  
a w ider way ( r e j e c t i n g  t r a d it io n a l  p s y c h o lo g y , b rea k in g  sexu a l 
and l i n g u i s t i c  ta b o o s , e x p o s in g  s o c ia l  in e q u it y ,  f o r  e x a m p le ). 
Huysmans works h im s e lf  in t o  an u n s a t is fy in g  c o n t r a d ic t o r y  
p o s i t i o n :  d e fen d in g  Z o la  p r e c is e ly  b ecau se  he i s  a c o n t r o v e r s ia l  
f ig u r e ,  y e t  denying r a t h e r  than e x p lo r in g  the so u rce  o f  t h is  
co n tro v e rsy  when he p re s e n ts  Z o la  as a t y p i c a l l y  b o u r g e o is ,  
com forta b le  a u th or ; t r y in g  to  d e fin e  n a tu r a lis m , but ig n o r in g  
i t s  ' i d e o l o g i c a l '  a s p e c t s .  Huysmans' su bsequ en t a ttem p ts  to  
d e fin e  n a tu ra lism  a g a in  re v e a l a d egree  o f  t h e o r e t i c a l  n a iv e t y .
The r e a l i s t  author o r  p a in te r  tends to  be seen  m erely  as a r e b e l  
a g a in st  f ix e d  c o n v e n t io n ; h is  own co n v e n t io n s  are r a r e ly  s tu d ie d .
Huysmans' f i r s t  two p u b lish ed  n o v e ls  a ga in  show th a t  in  
p r a c t i c a l  term s, he e x p e r ie n ce s  d i f f i c u l t y  in  c r e a t in g  a  
co n v in c in g  p erson a l v i s i o n  from  the e x p r e s s iv e  r e s o u r c e s  o f  
n a tu ra lism . Though th e se  two books e n ca p su la te  many o f  the 
commonplaces o f  n a t u r a l i s t  w r it in g  (urban s q u a lo r , v i t i a t e d
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h e re d ity , p op u lar s p e e ch , d e s c r ip t iv e  s e t p ie c e s ,  b re a k in g  o f  
ta b oos , r e fu s a l  o f  e v e n t )  and in  th is  sense are t y p ic a l  m odels 
(even i f  o th e r  a u th ors  such as B on n eta in , B ennique, Adam o r  
Ceard a l l  go  to  f a r t h e r  extrem es in  v a r io u s  r e s p e c t s ) ,  as n o v e ls  
they are b a r e ly  s u c c e s s fu l .  Marthe s u f f e r s  from  a s t r u c t u r a l  
in coh eren ce  and uneasy ju x t a p o s i t io n  o f  d i f f e r e n t  t o n e s .
Les SoeurB V atard  c o n ta in s  some m a g n ifice n t  s e t p i e c e s ,  b r i l l i a n t l y  
observed , bu t as a w hole again  f a i l s  to  p rov id e  a u n i f ie d  
p e r s p e c t iv e : the a u th or  seems i l l  a t  ease  w ith  h is  p o p u la r  
ch a ra c te r s , who o f t e n  appear in  a  g r a t u it o u s ly  debased  l i g h t ;  
the s t a t i c  n ature o f  the p lo t  may a f f ir m  the p e s s im is t i c  p o in t  
th at f o r  ' l a  p lu p a r t  des S t r e s ' l i f e  i s  a 'c o u la g e  te rn e  e t  
m e d io c re ', as Huysmans g lo o m ily  ob served  e lse w h e re , ( 6 )  b u t  i t  
makes f o r  d rea ry  r e a d in g . The t h ir d  n o v e l ,  En menage. p a r t i a l l y  
surmounts th ese  problem s by f o c u s in g  on a s t r o n g ly  drawn c e n t r a l  
ch a ra cte r , w ith  whom the author c l e a r l y  f e e l s  some e m o tio n a l 
a f f i n i t y ,  but i t  i s  the s t o r y  A v a u - l 'e a u  w hich i s  the m ost 
s t r ik in g  example o f  Huysmans' v i s i o n  o f  the n a t u r a l i s t  u n iv e r s e . 
Here the h a p le ss  p r o ta g o n is t  i s  the prey both  o f  the e lem en ts  o f  
the e x te rn a l w orld  and h is  own p h y s ic a l  and em otion a l im p u lse s .
In  a fa s h io n  w hich i s  s t y l i s t i c a l l y  im p re ss iv e  and g r im ly  
humorous, Huysmans e la b o r a te s  a m eta p h orica l netw ork  c e n tr e d  on 
the quest f o r  fo o d  and su ggests  the f a i lu r e  o f  a p p e t it e  and 
d e s ire  in  a l l  a rea s  o f  e x p e r ie n c e . F in a l ly ,  the re a d e r  f e e l s  
that the pessim ism  o f  the s to r y  i s  co u n te ra c te d  o n ly  by i t s  
l i t e r a r y  v i r t u o s i t y ;  Huysmans seems to  have exh au sted  the 
s u b je c t  m atter o f  the n a t u r a l is t  ' p r o c e s -v e r b a l ' .
The s o l i p s i s t i c  ven tu re  o f  A reh ou rs i s  thus a n t ic ip a t e d  
by th is  s t o r y :  in  A v a u - l 'e a u . Huysmans' c a r i c a t u r a l  p r e s e n ta t io n
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o f  the in a d eq u a c ies  o f  the contem porary w o r ld  makes i t  f u t i l e  f o r  
him to  con tin u e  to  d e s c r ib e  t h is  w o r ld . ( Sac au dos has p r e v io u s ly  
o f f e r e d  a d e r is o r y  s o lu t io n  in  the r e t r e a t  to  the h o s p it a l  ward 
o r  even the l a t r i n e ,  w h ile  En menage p r o p o s e s  the numbing s h e lt e r  
o f  ' l a  b t t i s e ' . )  A move tow ards the i n t e r i o r ,  an in tim ism e . i s  
perhaps what r e f l e c t s  Huysmans' most p e r s o n a l  c o n tr ib u t io n  to  
n a tu ra lism  in  h is  e a r ly  w orks —  h is  c o n s t a n t  d e p ic t io n  o f  the 
p e r i l s  o f  the d om estic  econom y, h is  a n a ly s is  o f  c e r t a in  r e la t e d  
a rea s  o f  co n s c io u s n e s s  such  as the ' c r i s e  ju p o n n ie re ' .  But a t  
the same tim e, one co u ld  argue th a t i t  i s  p r e c is e ly  th is  tendency 
w hich  le a d s  to  the r e v o l t  e x p re sse d  by A r e h o u r s . U lt im a te ly , 
how ever, w hatever the p r a is e  o f  a r t  and a r t i f i c e  o r  in d iv id u a l  
e c c e n t r i c i t y ,  A reh ou rs  i t s e l f  rem ains f i r m ly  r o o te d  in  the 
n a t u r a l is t  v i s i o n .  Bes E s s e in t e s 's  p r o j e c t  f a i l s  —  he i s  
d e fe a te d  by the u n c o n t r o l la b le  f o r c e s  o f  the body ( f o r c e s  seen  
in  terms o f  a d e te rm in is t  h e r e d it y )  and o rd e re d  to  r e s t o r e  h im s e lf  
t o  s o c i e t y  i f  he i s  to  s u r v iv e .  And th ro u g h o u t , h is  a c t s  o f  
r e b e l l i o n  a g a in s t  n a tu re  i m p l i c i t l y  a c c e p t  th a t n ature i s  the 
a r b i t e r  o f  e x i s t e n c e .  Huysmans to o  p r o v e s  to  be r e lu c t a n t  to  
a c c e p t  a brand o f  l i t e r a t u r e  w hich c la im s  to  p ro v id e  i t s  own 
so u rce  o f  va lu e  ( a t  the en d , des E s s e in t e s  turns n o s t a lg i c a l l y  
n o t  to  a r t ,  but r e l i g i o u s  f a i t h ,  h is  r e v e r i e s  on Mallarmé h av in g  
been p u re ly  u t o p ia n ) .  U n lik e  th ose  c r i t i c s  who see  in  A reb ou rs  
the triumph o f  form  o v e r  c o n t e n t ,  o f  th e  im aginary o v e r  the r e a l , 
Huysmans shows by des E s s e in t e s 's  f a i l u r e  th a t the v ery  a e s th e t ic is m  
w hich  he c e le b r a t e s  by w r it in g  a g a in s t  n a tu ra lis m  i s  as in adequ ate 
as  the m im etic m a te r ia lism  o f  n a tu r a lis m . ( 7 )
I f  A reb ou rs  condemns n a tu r a lis m , th en , i t  a ls o  r e fu s e s  
to  move towardB sym bolism , o r  ra th e r  any p e r s p e c t iv e  w hich f in d s
3 3 9
i t s  a b s o lu t e ,  n o t  in  the m a te r ia l w o r ld , b u t  in  the a r t i s t 's  
sa cre d  tra n sm u ta tion  in  the a c t  o f  c r e a t io n  ( th e  s o r t  o f  view  
e x p re s s e d , f o r  exam ple, in  M a lla rm é '■ sta tem en t 'Mous ne sommes 
que de v a in e s  form es de l a  m a tiè re , m ais b ie n  su blim es pour 
a v o ir  in v e n t é  D ieu e t  n o tre  & m e'). ( 8 )  A t f i r s t  s ig h t  the n ex t 
n o v e l ,  En r a d e . appears to  r e v e r t  to  a  s t o c k  s u b je c t  o f  n a tu ra lism  
—  the p e a s a n t  n o v e l .  But the f a n t a s t i c  e lem en ts  o f  t h is  n ov e l 
soon  show t h a t  the author i s  s t r i v i n g  to  add a  new d im en sion , 
to  go beyond  the commonplaces o f  n a tu r a lis m . Here th is  new 
e lem en t, th e  ' l à - b a s ' ,  may a t  f i r s t  seem t o  be the w orld  o f  
dream s. H ow ever, a more s a t i s f a c t o r y  in t e r p r e t a t io n  o f  En rade 
i s  ga ined  i f  one sees  n o t  sim p ly  a clum sy p o la r i s a t i o n  between 
dreams ( t h e  f a n t a s t i c )  and peasant l i f e  (n a tu ra lis m ) but ra th e r  
an a l t e r n a t io n  throughout the book betw een the p re s e n ta t io n  o f  
s u r fa c e s  and  the p ro b in g  beneath  th ese  s u r fa c e s  f o r  some new 
sou rce  o f  v a lu e .  Both the w orld  o f  the ch& teau de Lourps and 
o f  J a c q u e s 's  dreams are d e p ic te d  w ith  g r e a t  d e s c ip t iv e  v e rv e  and 
macabre hum our; but both  induce angu ish  in  the h e r o . The p ro b in g  
o f  depths o n ly  adds to  t h is  anguish  in  i t s  n e g a t iv e  r é s u lt a t  the 
dreams in  f a c t  can be seen to  p ro v id e  a grim  commentary on the 
even ts  o f  e v ery d a y  l i f e .  The moon has been fr o z e n  in t o  p a r a ly s is ,  
and J a c q u e s 's  w ife  i s  a p p a ren tly  a v ic t im  o f  the same p r o c e s s .
The w orld  o f  n a tu re , on the o th e r  hand, i s  n a u se a t in g  and 
co r ru p t  —  the c y n ic a l  b r u t a l i t i e s  o f  the farm yard are s e t  
a g a in s t  th e  s p e c t a c le  o f  v i o la t i o n  and p r o s t i t u t i o n  o f  the 
f i r s t  and t h ir d  dream s.
L ik e  the h e ro e s  des E ss e in te s  and J acqu es  M a ries , who 
are  fo r c e d  o u t  o f  t h e ir  u n su cce s s fu l havens and re tu rn  to  the 
w o r ld , Huysmans' e x p lo r a t o r y  v e n tu re s  beyond n a tu ra lism  take
I  | -
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b in  f u l l  c i r c l e .  The e x p a n s io n is t  programme announced in  the 
opening ch a p te r  o f  L a-bas i s  in  a aense a lr e a d y  u n dertak en  in  
En ra d e t but th e  cosm ic v i s io n  o f  the moon o r  the o c c u l t  o v e r ­
ton es o f  the n igh tm ares m erely  seem to  r e a f f i r m  on a  w id e r  s c a le  
the n i h i l i s t i c  m essage o f  A v a u - l 'e a u  th a t in n e r  and o u te r  
w orld s  are bound to  a n a tu ra l o rd e r  o f  d e c l in e  and d e g e n e ra t io n .
In  L a -b a s . the muted n o s t a lg ia  e x p re sse d  in  A re b o u rs  and En rade 
f o r  a su p e rn a tu ra l dim ension  w hich m ight redeem  the c y c l e  o f  d e ca y , 
i s  now made e x p l i c i t .  But a g a in , in  the lo n g  term , th e re  i s  no 
r e c o n c i l i a t i o n .  W hatever h is  i d e a l i s t i c  y e a r n in g s , D u rta l i s  
f i n a l l y  l e f t  w ith  a s o r d id , a d u lte ro u s  lo v e  a f f a i r ,  and h is  
r e v e r ie s  a bou t the K idd le  A ges, where the a b s o lu te  su p p osed ly  
takes c o n c r e te  form  in  a fr e n z y  o f  e v i l  and p i e t y ,  a re  d is p e l l e d  
by the d o w n -to -e a r th  r e a l i t y  o f  G eneral B o u la n g e r 's  e l e c t i o n  
v i c t o r i e s .  F ar from  u n it in g  f l e s h  and s p i r i t ,  D u rta l in  f a c t  
eeems to  lo a t h e  h is  p h y s ica l  b e in g , w h ile  rem a in in g  ch a in ed  to  
m a ter ia l s u b s ta n c e . Not o n ly  can ' l o v e '  o n ly  be so u g h t by h is  
gruesome c o p u la t io n  w ith  Mme C h an te lou ve , bu t a l s o  the p resen ce  
o f  the s p i r i t u a l  g e n e r a lly  can o n ly  be d em on strated  by a s e r ie s  
o f  h ig h ly  sen su a l ta b leau x  —  the a p p a l l in g  a t r o c i t i e s  o f  G i l l e s  
de R a is , the h arrow in g  torm ents o f  G rdn ew ald 's  C h r i s t ,  the 
p e rv e r te d  e r o t i c i s m  o f  the B lack  M ass. Such f r e n z i e d ,  lu r id  
images make L a -b a s  a memorable and im p re ss iv e  book  —  the 
s p i r i t u a l ,  h ow ever , e x i s t s  o n ly  as a s o r t  o f  a c h in g , n o s t a lg i c  
absence beh in d  such  v i s i o n s .
Buysmans' w hole n o t io n  o f  'n a tu ra lis m e  s p i r i t u a l i s t e ' 
seems h ig h ly  q u e s t io n a b le .  One ca n n ot h e lp  f e e l i n g  th a t  b r in g in g  
to g e th e r  two o p p o s in g  terms (on e  s u g g e s t in g  r a t io n a l is m  and 
p o s i t iv is m , the o th e r  a ccep ta n ce  o f  r e l i g i o u s  f a i t h )  ( 9 )  r e f l e c t s  .
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an awkward com prom ise betw een o p p o s in g  te n d e n c ie s  in  the a u th o r  
more than a n y th in g  e l s e .  In  L a -b a s . he r e v e a ls  a cu r io u s  p s e u d o -  
r a t io n a l is m : a d e s ir e  to  'd ocu m en t' the su p e rn a tu ra l, to  f in d  a 
' s c i e n t i f i c *  e x p la n a t io n  f o r  m agica l e v e n t s .  In  the r e l i g i o u s  
works he fr e q u e n t ly  a s s e r t s  th a t m ystic ism  i s  a 's c i e n c e ' .  
U n s u rp r is in g ly , h o s t i l e  C a t h o l ic  c r i t i c s  accu sed  him o f  t r y in g  
to  redu ce  C h r is t ia n i t y  t o  a  debased  m a t e r ia l is t  l e v e l .  Buysmans 
does in deed  rem ain a p o s i t i v i s t  in s o f a r  as he c o n s ta n t ly  s e e k s  
the su p p ort o f  ta n g ib le  f a c t s  and e x te r n a l  a u th o r ity  to  docum ent 
and s u b s ta n t ia te  h is  r e l i g i o u s  w r it in g s .  But on in v e s t i g a t i o n ,  
h is  f a c t s  seem to o  o f t e n  to  be d u b io u s , h is  a u t h o r it ie s  t e n d e n t io u s : 
the u n iv e r s a l is in g  a s p ir a t io n s  o f  S a in te  Lydwine de Schiedam  o r  
La C ath ed ra le  are u n s u c c e s s fu l . In  the f i r s t  b ook , he m ista k e s  
a lu r id  and macabre d is p la y  o f  m ed ieval C h r is t ia n  legen d  f o r  
a c tu a l h i s t o r i c a l  t r u t h ; in  the secon d  b ook , the s y m b o lica l 
sp len dou r o f  C h artres ca th e d ra l d eg en era tes  in t o  a m onotonous, 
a l l e g o r i s in g  a ccou n t o f  secon d a ry  s o u r c e s .  The s p i r i t u a l  
d im ension  i s  again  seen  from  a p e c u l ia r ly  sen su a l p e r s p e c t iv e :  
c o n s e q u e n tly , one i s  l e f t  w ith  a v i s i o n  o f  the m arvellou s  w h ich  
i s  g a r is h ly  e f f e c t i v e ,  p e rh a p s , but f a l l s  s h o r t  o f  the a u t h o r 's  
am bitiou s e n t e r p r is e  o f  e v o k in g  the tr u th  o f  su pern atu ra l 
e x p e r ie n c e . At t im es , in  f a c t ,  in  an a u to b io g ra p h ica l  n o v e l 
l i k e  En r o u t e , he i s  d r iv e n  to  adm it the inadequacy o f  la n gu a ge  —  
o r  h is  language —  to  s u g g e s t  the im pact o f  r e l i g i o u s  e x p e r ie n c e .
The problem  w ith  the c o n c e p t io n  o f  'n a tu ra lism e  e p i r i t u a l i s t e • 
seems to  be due to  the f a c t  th a t the a d d it io n  o f  the a d je c t i v e  
' s p i r i t u a l i s t e '  does n o t  le a d  to  an a r t  w hich  throws open th e  
d oors  o f  the s p i r i t u a l  w h ile  rem ain in g  in  touch  w ith  o r d in a ry  
r e a l i t y ,  b u t to  the r e d u c t io n  o f  a r t  to  a secon d ary  r o l e .
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Huysmans no lo n g e r  se e s  l i t e r a t u r e  as a p o s s ib le  so u rce  o f  va lu e  
in  i t s e l f ,  bu t ra th e r  s t r u g g le s  t o  su b o rd in a te  the te ch n iq u e s  o f  
n a tu ra lism  w hich rem ain an i n t e g r a l  p u t  o f  h is  p r a c t i c e  as a 
w r it e r  to  o th e r  p u rp o se s , to  a u to b io g ra p h y  o r  d id a c t ic is m . J u st 
as h is  own p o s i t i o n  tow ards the Church as a  w r it e r  was one o f  
compromise —  l i v i n g  on the f r i n g e s  o f  a r e l i g i o u s  community as 
an o b la t e ,  b u t r e fu s in g  to  'r e n o u n c e ' h is  e a r ly  work and 
d e l ig h t in g  in  a n t i - c l e r i c a l i s m  —  s o  t o o  the l a s t  n o v e ls  r e f le c t  
a r e lu c ta n c e  to  abandon the c o n v e n t io n s  o f  n a t u r a l i s t  f i c t i o n ,  
even when b oth  author and r e a d e r  a re  soon  made aware th a t  h is  
m a te r ia l ,  however m oving and i n t e r e s t i n g  i t  may b e , i s  b a r e ly  
s u it a b le  f o r  any form  o f  f i c t i o n a l  tre a tm e n t.
N e v e r th e le s s , Huysmans' g r e a t  ach ievem en t in  h is  b e s t  
works i s  u n dou bted ly  th a t  he ta k e s  n a tu ra lism  and g iv e s  i t  a 
d im ension  w hich i s  p e c u l ia r ly  h i s  own. A ttem p tin g  to  p in  down 
t h is  d im en sion , M a r ie -C la ire  B an cqu a rt d e c id e s  th a t  Huysmans i s  
a ' S u r r e a l i s t e , o u i ,  ou  p lu t& t s u p r a n a t u r a l i s t e ' .  (1 0 )  
I n t e r e s t in g ly  enough, the n o v e l i s t  H ich e l T o u rn ie r  has 
dubbed h im s e lf  a d escen dan t o f  Huysm ans' mode o f  n a tu r a lis m . (1 1 )  
W hatever t h e i r  d i f f e r e n c e s ,  b o th  a u th o rs  evoke the te x tu r e  o f  
the r e a l  w or ld  w ith  a sen su a l lu s h n e s s  th a t g oes  beyond mere 
p h otog ra p h ic  t r a n s c r ip t io n .  W h ile  T o u rn ie r  j u s t i f i e s  d e t a i l s  
such as a s l i g h t l y  s ic k e n in g  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  s e rp e n t in e  c o i l s  o f  
excrem ent o r  the sw eetn ess o f  T u rk ish  d e l ig h t  by a b s o rb in g  them 
in t o  a baroque netw ork o f  sym bols  o f  an im p r e s s iv e , though 
to r tu o u s , i n t r i c a c y ,  Huysmans t o o  subm its the o b je c t s  and 
ev en ts  o f  the w orld  to  a s i n i s t e r ,  but m agica l enhancem ent.
A v i s i t  to  a  r e s ta u r a n t , the b a r b e r 's ,  the d e n t i s t 's ,  a n ig h t  
in  a ra ilw a y  c a r r ia g e ,  become a  b iz a r r e  o d y s se y . A reh ou rs
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s u cce e d s  trium phantly  n o t  b ecau se  Huysmans abandons the r e a l*  
bu t b ecau se  the m in utiae w hich  make up the su b sta n ce  o f  the 
r e a l i s t  n o v e l are t e l l i n g l y  h arn essed  t o  the s e r v i c e  o f  the 
im a g in a ry . See E ss e in te s  can r e v e l  in  h is  f i c t i t i o u s  voyage 
to  London because Huysmans i s  in  f u l l  command o f  the d e s c r ip t iv e  
r e s o u r c e s  o f  n a tu ra lism  w hich  evok e f o r  us the f i c t i o n  o f  the 
P a r is  in  w hich h is  h ero  m oves, and b e ca u s e , more im p ortan t 
p e rh a p s , even in  A reh ou rs  Huysmans m a in ta in s  the v i t a l  m im etic 
i l l u s i o n  o f  n a tu ra lism t • i t  i s  d es  E s s e in te s  who i s  su b v e r te d , 
n o t  the w orld  o f  h e r e d it y  and s o c i a l  p r e s s u r e s  from  w hich he 
s t r i v e s  in  v a in  to  e s c a p e , n o t  the t e x t  w h ich  so  b r i l l i a n t l y  
c r e a t e s  the i l l u s i o n  o f  t h is  w o r ld .
NOTES
The f o l lo w in g  a b b r e v ia t io n s  are u sed  in  the n o te s  and b ib l io g r a p h y : 
BSH B u lle t in  de l a  S o c ié t é  J . -K .  Huysmans 
CTSJ C ah iers  de l a  Tour S a in t-J a co u e s
RDDM Revue d es deux mondes
RHLF Revue d 'h i s t o i r e  l i t t é r a i r e  de l a  France 
RSH Revue des s c ie n c e s  humaines
Works in  E n g lish  are p u b lish e d  in  London and works in  French are 
p u b lish ed  in  P a r is ,  u n le s s  o th e rw ise  s ta t e d .
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21 A p r il  1880 ( r e p r in t e d  in  Les M arges. 9 ,  1 9 3 0 ) .
.1 4 . H. C éard , Une b e l l e  jo u r n é e . 1881» P . Adam, C h air m o l le . 1885»
P . B on n eta in , C h a r io t  s 'a m u se . 1883» L . H ennique, Deux n o u v e l le s .
1881» P. A le x is ,  La F in  de L u cie  P e l l e g r jn . 1880» L . F e v re -D e sp re z , 
Autour d 'u n  c l o c h e r . 1884.
15 . L e t tr e s  in é d i t e s  à ¿m ile  Z o la . G e n e v a /L il le  1953» c .  25 May
1884 , p . 104
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16 . C op ies  o f  H u y iu n i 1 l e t t e r s  t o  Théo Hannon can  be fou n d  in  
tbe B ib lio th è q u e  de l 'A r s e n a l , Tonda L a a b ert 6 2 . A l l  r e fe r e n c e s  
to  th is  co rre sp o n d e n ce  a re  to  t h i s  s o u r c e . P ie r r e  Cogny i s  
p rep a rin g  an ed ition  o f  th ese  l e t t e r s ,  based  on the c o p i e s ,  t o  be 
p u b lish ed  by C h r is t ia n  B o u rg o ie .
1 7 . Huysnans makes the sane p o in t s  in  a  l e t t e r  t o  C . Lem onnier
o f  March 1877 . ( L e t t r e s  I n é d it e s  à Q n ll le  L em onn ier. G e n e v a /P a r is , 
1957, p .2 2 . )
1 8 . H elen T ru d g ia n , L 'E sth é t iq u e  de J . -K .  Huysmans. 1934 , p . 6 3 .
1 9 . R ich ep in  was se n te n ce d  to  a m on th 's  im prison m en t in  1876 
a f t e r  p u b lis h in g  La Chanson des gu eu x . (R . B a ld ic k , La V ie  de 
J ,-K . Huysmans. 1 95 8 , p * 4 7 .)
C o -a u th or w ith  H. F evre o f  th e  a n t i - c l e r i c a l  n o v e l  Autour
Î 'un c l o c h e r . D esprez was im p rison ed  f o r  a  month in  1 8 8 5 .H. M itte ra n d . in t r o d u c t io n  to  A utour d 'u n  c l o c h e r . S la t k in e ,
Geneva, 1 9 8 0 .)
2 0 . The Revue moderne e t  n a t u r a l is t e  was fou n d ed  in  December 
1878 by Harry A l l s  and su rv iv e d  t i l l  O cto b e r  1 88 0 . I t  had l i t t l e  
co n n e c t io n  w ith  the Medan grou p , though i t  p u b lis h e d  A l e x i s 's  
Les Femmes du p ère  L e fè v r e . (S ee R . P o u i l l i a r t ,  Le Romantisme 
I I I  1 869 -1896 . 1968~n
2 1 . P . Cogny, 'Un p r o je t  a v o r té  de romant La Faim de J . -K .  
Huysm ans', RHLF. S e p t . - O c t .  1979* Cogny p r in t s  th e  t e x t  o f  
Huysmans' m a n u scrip t n o te s  f o r  the n o v e l ,  the o r i g i n a l  o f  
which i s  in  the B ib lio th è q u e  de l 'A r s e n a l ,  Fonds L am bert.
2 2 . Huysmans w r it e s  to  Hannon on 15 February 1882s 'J e  s u is  en 
t r a in  de b u r in e r  mon p rem ier c h a p it r e  du G r o s -C a i l lo u  un b a l  de 
ta b a t iè r e s  e t  de f a n t a s s in s ,  de p u ta in s  e t  de c u i r a s s i e r s ,  ç a  va  
pas tr o p  m al. On chahute a sse z  r o id e  e t  ça  pue ferm e dans ce  
c h a p i t r e . '  T h is ch a p te r  o f  the u n f in is h e d  n o v e l  was f i n a l l y  
p u b lish ed  as 'L e  B al de l a  B ra ss e r ie  Européenne à  G r e n e l l e ' 
in  the secon d  e d i t i o n  o f  C roqu is  p a r i s i e n s . 188 6 .
2 3 . L e t tr e s  à Z o la . 15 November 1882 , p .9 0 .
2 4 . Lettres in é d i t e s  à J u le s  D e s tr é e . Gene v a /P a r i  s , 1967 , p .3 2 .
2 5 . For in s t a n c e ,  on 23 February ^1888, he w r it e s  ^to A . P r in s i  
'Au fo n d , to u te s  l e s  S o ir é e s  de Medan s o n t  com posées de c h a r c u t ie r s ,  
de com m erçants. I l  n 'y  en a  pas un s e u l parmi eux -  e t  j ' a i  h on te  
d 'e n  a v o ir  f a i t  p a r t ie  -  q u i s o i t  r é e l le m e n t  s o u le v é  par l ' a r t . '  
W hile on 31 O ctob er  1888 , he t e l l s  P r in s  th a t  he i s  f i l l e d  w ith  
such s co rn  f o r  Le R6ve th a t  he d a r e n 't  go  t o  s e e  Z o la  f o r  f e a r  o f  
r e v e a l in g  h is  tru e  f e e l i n g s .
L e t tr e s  in é d i t e s  à Ari.1 P r in s . G en eva ,1977 , p .1 1 2 ,  p p . 1 4 5 -4 6 .
2 6 . To L ou is  de R o b e r t  and Ém ile L a p a ix , Fonds Lam bert 49«
2 7 . To P r in s , o p . c i t . ,  3 A p r il  1893 , p .253>
2 8 . I b i d . ,  p . 3 6 .
2 9 . R ep rin ted  in  BSH 2 5 , 1953.
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3 0 . In dra  T h érive  rem arks o f  La D r a c e o ir  avuc « p i c « « , and 
p a r t ic u la r ly  'L 'E x t a s e ' and 'B a lla d a  c h l o r o t i q u e ' :  ' l 'o u t r a n c e  
p o u r r a it  en core  s e n t i r  l a  gageure ou l a  f a r c e  ju v é n i l e ,  a i  l ' o n  
ne s a v a it  comme e l l e  f u t  sou ten ue dans l e s  oeu vres s u iv a n t e s . '
'J . - K .  Buyémana: e s s a i  de p s y c h o lo g ie  r e l i g i e u s e ' .  Le C o rre sp o n d a n t .
23 A p r il  1924, p .2 4 1 .
Ses a ls o  J .-M . S e i l l a n ,  'V a r ia t io n s  su r  un a i r  ( in )c o n n u : 
m o tifs  e t  s c é n a r io s  fa n ta sm a tiq u e s  dans l e  D raa eo ir  aux é p i c e s * ,
BSH 73» 1981.
3 1 . J .  L em aitre , Les C on tem pora in s, prem ière  s é r i e ,  1884-83 
(•Ém ile Z o l a ' ,  p .2 M jI
32 . 'L e s  to n s , l e s  n u a n ce s , l e s  l ig n e s  que l e  p in cea u  p eu t s e u l  
r e p r o d u ir e . i l s  f o n t  c e t t e  gageure de l e s  ren d re  s e n s ib le s  a v e c  
des phrases é c r i t e s }  e t  c ' e s t  a lo r s  un la b e u r , un e f f o r t  d é s e s p é r é  
des mots pour p ren dre  fo rs ie  e t  c o u le u r , une lu t t e  du d i c t i o n n a ir e  
co n tre  l a  p a l e t t e ,  des p h ra ses  q u i o n t des a i r s  de g l a c i s ,  des 
s u b s t a n t i fs  qu i s o n t  d es  f r o t t i s ,  des é p it h è t e s  q u i s o n t  des 
tou ch es p iq u e e s , d es  a d v erb es  qu i s o n t  des em pâtem ents, une 
t r a n s c r ip t io n  d 'a r t  e n r a g é e . . . '
'M ais on aura beau f a i r e ,  une page é c r i t e  ne s e r a  jam ais  
l 'é q u iv a l e n t  d 'u n  t a b l e a u . '
I b i d . ,  t r o is iè m e  s é r i e  ('Edmond e t  J u le s  de C o n c o u r t ',  p .7 6 ,  p .7 8 )
33* 'C 'é t a i t  comme l e s  é c r i n s ,  v id é s  à t e r r e ,  de quelqu e f i l l e  des 
eaux, d es  parures in o u ïe s  e t  b iz a r r e s ,  un r u is s e l le m e n t , un e n t a s ­
sement de c o l l i e r s ,  de b r a c e le t s  m onstrueux, de b roch es  g ig a n te s q u e s , 
de b i jo u x  b a rb a re s , d on t l 'u s a g e  é c h a p p a it . '
Le V entre de P a r i s , c h .  3» 1 1 ,6 4 8 .
3 4 . ' i l  l e s  d i s a i t  en s a t in  m o iré , ne tro u v a n t pas de mot p ou r 
p e in d re  c e t t e  d ou ceu r s o y e u s e , c e s  lon g u es  a l l é e s  f r a î c h e s ,  c e s  
ch a ir s  l é g è r e s  q u i re to m b a ie n t a la r g e s  p l i s ,  comme d es ju p e s  
a ccro ch é e s  de d a n se u se s . I l  p a r la i t  de g a z e , de d e n t e l l e  l a i s s a n t  
v o i r  l a  hanche d 'u n e  j o l i e  fem m e.' I b i d . ,  c h . 4 ,  1 1 ,7 1 2 -1 4 .
33« ' . . . l e s  b o u d in s , n o i r s ,  r o u lé s  comme d es co u le u v re s  bonnes
f i l l e s ;  l e s  a n d o u i l le s ,  e m p ilé e s  deux à d eu x , c re v a n t de s a n t é ; 
l e s  s a u c is s o n s , p a r e i l s  à  des é ch in e s  de ch a n tre , dans le u r s  
chapes d 'a r g e n t ;  l e s  p â t é s ,  t o u t  ch au ds, p o r ta n t  l e s  p e t i t s  
drapeaux de le u r s  é t i q u e t t e s . . . '  I b i d . ,  c h . 1 ,1 1 ,5 9 7 .
3 6 . H.M. B lo ck , o p .  c i t . ,  p p .1 0 -1 1 .
3 7 .  G .  K in g , Garden o f  Z o la . 1 9 7 8 .
38 . A. B o b b e -G r i l l e t .  Pour un nouveau rom an. 19 6 3 ,  p .1 3 5 .
3 9 . I b i d . ,  p .1 2 9 , p .1 3 9 .
4 0 . 'F a ir e  v r a i  c o n s i s t e . . . à  donner l ' i l l u s i o n  com plète  du 
v r a i ,  su iv a n t  l a  l o g iq u e  o r d in a ir e  des f a i t s ,  e t  non a l e s  
t r a n s c r ir e  s e rv ile m e n t  dans l e  p ê le -m ê le  de le u r  s u c c e s s io n . '  
M aupassant, 'Le R om an ', Romans (A lb in  M ic h e l ) ,  1973, p«833*
Susan S on tag  q u o te s  O rtega  y C asset as sa y in g  in  h is  
The Dehum anization o f  A r t : 'D u rin g  the n in e te e n th  cen tu ry  
a r t i s t e  p roceed ed  in  a i l  t o o  impure a  fa s h io n .  They redu ced
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the s t r i c t l y  a e s t h e t i c  e lem en ts to  a  minimum and l e t  the work 
c o n s i s t  a lm ost e n t i r e l y  in  a  f i c t i o n  o f  human r e a l i t i e s . . .
Works o f  th is  k in d  are  o n ly  p a r t i a l l y  w orks o f  a r t ,  o r  a r t i s t i c  
o b j e c t s . . . 1 A g a in st I n t e r p r e t a t io n .  1 9 6 7 . p .2 4  n .
See a ls o  n o te  197 b e lo w .
4 1 . B . B a ld ick , 'Huysmans and the G o n c o u r t s ',  F rench S t u d ie s .
6 ,  1952.
4 2 . F .V .J . Beamings has argued  th a t  n o th in g  has ew er damaged 
Z o la 's  re p u ta t io n  more than the s ix  b o o k s  o f  c r i t i c i s m  and th eory  
p u b lish ed  between 1880 and 1882 . ( ¿ m i le  Z o la . 1 9 7 * . p .1 5 1 . )
For a more r e c e n t ,  l e s s  h o s t i l e  a s s e s sm e n t , see  D. B e l l ,
'S e r r e s 's  Z o la t l i t e r a t u r e ,  s c i e n c e ,  m y t h ',  MLH. Hay 1979«
4 3 . X .1179I X .1 1 9 4 .
4 4 . X ,118 8 . Z o la 's  f a i t h  in  s c i e n c e ,  w r it e s  C o le t t e  B e ck e r , 
'r e p o s e  sur une d ou b le  c e r t i t u d e :  c e l l e  de l a  p o s s i b i l i t é  d 'u n  
s a v o ir  e x h a u s t i f ,  e t  c e l l e  du p e r fe c t io n n e m e n t  i n t e l l e c t u e l  e t  
m oral de l 'h u m a n ité  par ce  s a v o i r . '  'A u x  s o u rce s  du N atu ralism e 
z o l i e n  1 8 6 0 -1 8 6 5 ', Le N atu ra lism e . 1 9 7 6 , p .2 6 .
4 5 . X ,1228-29 .
4 6 . X , 1 339 -40 .
4 7 . I n tr o d u c t io n  to  Le Roman e x p é r im e n ta l (G a rn ie r -F la m m a rio n ),
1971, p .4 3 .
B .G . C h arlton  d e f in e s  p o s i t iv is m  a s  f o l l o w s :  '" P h i lo s o p h ic a l  
p o s it iv is m "  i s  a th e o ry  o f  kn ow led ge . I t  h o ld s ,  in  i t s  s im p le s t  
fo rm , th a t , e x c e p t in g  know ledge o f  l o g i c a l  and m ath em atica l 
system s —  a l l  o f  them w ith o u t any n e c e s s a r y  con n ex ion  w ith  ou r 
o b se rv a b le  w orld  —  s c ie n c e  p ro v id e s  th e  m odel o f  the o n ly  k in d  
o f  knowledge we can a t t a in .  A ll  th a t  we can know o f  r e a l i t y  i s  
what we can o b serv e  o r  can l e g i t im a t e ly  deduce from  what we 
o b s e r v e . Thk i s  t o  s a y , we can o n ly  know phenomena and the law s 
o f  r e la t io n  and s u c c e s s io n  o f  phenom ena, and i t  f o l l o w s  th a t  
e v e ry th in g  we can c la im  to  know must be ca p a b le  o f  e m p ir ic a l  
v e r i f i c a t i o n .  P o s it iv is m  thus d e n ie s  the v a l i d i t y  o f  such  
a l le g e d  means o f  know ing as have been term ed a p r i o r i , and i t  
e q u a lly  d e n ie s  th a t  we can have any k n ow ledge a b ou t r e l i g i o u s  
and m etaph ysica l q u e s t io n s  s in c e  th e se  a re  by d e f i n i t i o n  l a r g e ly  
con cern ed  w ith  a rea lm  a l le g e d  to  l i e  beyond phenomena, in  a 
w orld  th a t can n e v e r  be o b s e r v e d . ' P o s i t i v i s t  Thought in  France 
d u r in g  the Second Empire 185 2 -18 70 . 1 9 5 9 , p p .5 -6 .
4 8 . Quoted in  Huysmans, Oeuvres c o m p le t e s . 1 1 ,1 9 3 -9 4 .
49* L^s Soeurs V atard  i s  'une tra n ch e  de l a  v i e  d es  b ro ch e u s e s , 
o rd u r ie re  e t  e x a c t e , '  a c c o r d in g  to  Huysmans (a s  A . M eu n ier) in  
'J . - K .  Huysm ans', En m arge. (L esa g e ) 1 9 2 7 , p «5 6 .
5 0 . An in t e n t io n  summed up by B a u d e la ir e 's  famous s a y in g , 
' J ' a i  p e t r i  A l a  boue e t  J 'e n  a i  f a i t  de l ' o r . '
5 1 . F.V.J.H> notings, The L i f e  and Tim es o f  ¿m ile  Z o la . 1977 , p .8 4 .
52
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. 1 ,5 2 0 .
5 3 . 1 , 5 2 0 .
54 . Th* c o n c lu s io n  o f  Murth e , a p p r o p r ia t e ly  en ou gh , shove the 
d i s s e c t i o n  o f  the co rp se  o f  one o f  the stain c h a r a c t e r s .
5 5 . In  a  p re fa o e  w r it t e n  in  1879 t o  H annon 's Rimes de l o i s  
(1 8 8 1 ) ,  Huysmans even ta lk s  o f  n a t u r a l i s t  p o e t r y ,  w hich  in d ic a t e s  
the l o o s e n e s s  o f  h is  th in k in g  abou t n a tu r a lis m . D ism is s in g  the 
P a rn a ss ia n s , he commentât ' j 'a t t e n d s  que l e  n a tu r a lis m e , q u i ,^ à  
d e fa u t  d 'u n  poème en v e r s ,  a  du m oins p r o d u it  l e  p lu s  beau poème 
en p rose  que j e  co n n a is s e t  La fa u te  (h l 'a b b é  M ouret . fa s s e  comme 
pour l e  rom an, b a la ie  to u t  ce  fa t r a s  d 'i n s a n i t é s  e t  de b a l i v e r n e s . '
En m arge, p .4 3 .
P . Cogny su g g e s ts  th a t Huysmans* p u b l ic  a ttach m en t to  
n a tu ra lis m  was p u r e ly  m ercen ary . ( Huysmans à  l a  re ch e rch e  de 
l ’ u n it é , p . 1 3 . )
5 6 . M. Raim ond, La C rise  du roman. 1966 , p .2 6 .
5 7 . L . D e ffo u x  and E . Z a v ie , Le Groune de Medan. 1920 , p .1 5 .
5 8 . 'I n  an age when w r ite r s  r e l y  on i n f l a t e d  r h e t o r i c  b o th  to  
e x p re ss  and make up f o r  t h e i r  s p i r i t u a l  d ésoeu vrem en t, f o r  what 
they th em se lv es  com plain  o f  as an em ptin ess  o f  e x p e r ie n c e , Stendhal 
i s  u n ique in  h is  use o f  u n derstatem en t m ere ly  to  o u t l in e  a f u l l n e s s  
o f  b e in g , t o  h in t  a t  the in t e n s i t y  o f  a  b r i e f l y  H t  harmony between 
the s e l f  and the w o r ld . '  ''S t e n d h a l ,  s o  to  sp e a k , alw ays ru sh es  
beyond h i s  w r i t in g ;  som eth ing more im p ortan t than lan gu age keeps
Ud from  e x c e s s iv e ly  w orry in g  abou t the shape o r  a r t i s t i c  " r i g h t ­
n e s s "  o f  p a r t i c u la r  p a s s a g e s . '
L . B e r s a a i ,  B a lzac to  B e c k e t t . Mew Y ork , 1970 , p p .1 0 8 -0 9 , p .1 4 2 . 
59* Sew J .  D upont, 'Huysmanss l e  co rp s  d é p e i n t ',  RHLF N o v .-D e c . 1980.
60 . A g a in , he p r a is e s  the n a tu ra ln e ss  o f  the c h a r a c te r s  in  a 
b o u r g e o is  grou p  p o r t r a i t  by C a i l l e b o t t e :  ' i l s  s 'o c c u p e n t ,  sans 
pose p ou r l a  g a l e r i e ,  sans c e t t e  a t t i t u d e  d es gens don t on 
prépare l e  p o r t r a i t . '  L 'A r t  m oderne, p .1 1 2 .
6 1 . B a u d e la ir e , 'S a lo n  de 1 8 4 6 '.  C u r io s i t é s  e s t h é t iq u e s . (G a rn ie r )
1962 , P .1 9 8 •
62 . I b i d . , •Salon de 1 8 5 9 ',  p .3 2 9 .
63 . I b i d . , p . 3 2 0 .
6 4 . I b i d . , P .3 1 9 .
6 5 . I b i d . , 'E x p o s i t io n  u n iv e r s e l le  de 1855
66 . I b i d . , 'L e  p e in tr e  de l a  v ie  m od ern e '.
6 7 . 'Huysmans se  s é p a r e . . .d e  B au d e la ire  dans l a  mesure ou i l  
demande a  l 'a r t i s t e  de p e in d re  exactem ent ce  q u ' i l  v o i t  p lu t ô t  
que ce q u ' i l  r ê v e ,  n a is  i l  s*en rapproch e l o r s q u ' i l  v e u t d é c o u v r ir  
dans l 'o e u v r e  de l 'a r t i s t e  une ftme, un tem péram en t.'
C . M aingon, L 'U n ivers  a r t i s t iq u e  de J . -K .  Huysmans. 1977 ,
351
6 8 . A phrase w hich  c l e a r l y  e ch o e s  Z o la 's  d e fe n ce  in  the p re fa ce  
to  Thérèse R aouin th a t  ' l 'é t u d e  s in c e r e  p u r i f i e  t o u t ,  comme l e  
f e u . '  ( 1 ,5 2 2 ;  See a l s o  n o te  50 a b o v e .
6 9 . P . W ard-Jackson , 'A r t  h is t o r ia n s  and a r t  c r i t i c s  T I I I i  
Huysm ans', The B u r lin g to n  M agasine. Hov. 1967 , p .6 1 8 .
Compare C y p r ie n 's  ex c la m a tion  in  ch . f i v e  o f  En m énage: _
'Ah! s i  to u s , ta n t  que nous sommes, nous n 'é t i o n s  pas gan gren és 
par l e  rom antism e, s i  au l i e u  de g u é r ir  n o tre  i n f e c t i o n ,  nous 
ne nous b o rn io n s  pas à l a  b la n c h ir ,  s i  l 'o n  in v e n t a i t  e n f in  
un iod u re^ q u i p u is s e  dépu rer l e s  c e r v e l l e s  d 'a r t i s t e ^  nous 
v e n io n s , à cou p  s û r , b ie n  d 'a u t r e s  b eau tés q u i nous é c h a p p e n t ! '  ( p p .
1 2 9 -3 0 )
7 0 . 'The r e a l i s t i c  n o v e l . . .w orks by c o n c e a l in g  the a r t  by w hich 
i t  i s  p rod u ced , and in v i t e s  d is c u s s io n  in  term s o f  c o n te n t  ra th e r  
than form , e t h i c s  and th em atics  r a t h e r  than p o e t i c s  and 
a e s t h e t i c s . '  D. L od ge , The Modes o f  Modern W r it in g . 1979» p .5 2 .
7 1 . Huysmans' own 'n a t u r a l i s t '  v o ca b u la ry  in  t h is  d is c u s s io n  
m ight be n o ted  ( 'r e n d r e  v i s i b l e  ( . . . )  l 'e x t é r i e u r  de l a  b ê te  
humaine, ( . . . )  dém onter l e  mécanisme de se s  p a s s i o n s . . . ' ,
L 'A r t  m oderne, p . 1 3 6 ) .
7 2 . E .H . G om brich , A rt and I l l u s i o n . Hew Y ork , i 960 , p .8 7 .
7 3 . I b i d . ,  p . 3 6 ,  p .3 8 *
7 4 . In  c h . f i v e  o f  A r e b o u r s , t h i s  l i t e r a r y  o v e r la y in g  o f  
Moreau i s  r e p e a te d . H is Salom és a re  ' c e t  a r t  q u i f r a n c h is s a i t  
l e s  l im i t e s  de l a  p e in t u r e ! '  ( p .9 0  ) and s im i la r l y ,  O d ilo n
Redxirte draw ings 's a u t a ie n t  p a r -d e s su s  l e s  b orn es  de l a  p e in t u r e . '  (p .9 7
75* Thus F . S ch a lk  w r it e s  o f  Huysmans' d e s c r ip t io n  o f  R a f f a ë l l i 's  
'R ou te  de l a  r é v o l t e '*  'H ie  Bes d r e i bung e r in n e r t  an e in  P ro s a - 
g e d ic h t ,  das d ie  N atur zum Medium k ü n s t le r is c h e n  F ü h lens m a ch t.'
' Bemerkungen su r  K u n s tk r it ik  von  H uysm ans', Z e i t s c h r i f t  fû r  
fra n z S s is c h e  S prach e und L i t e r a t u r . 7 7 , 1967, p .1 2 8 .
S im i la r ly ,  M. E ig e ld in g e r  c h a r a c t e r is e s  Huysmans' w r it in g s  
as 'd e  l a  m é d ita t io n  su r l 'o e u v r e  d 'a r t  par l e  moyen de l 'é c r i t u r e  
p o é t iq u e . '  'Huysmans d écou vreu r d 'O d ilo n  R e d o n ',  RSH. 1 7 0 -7 1 , 
A p r i l -S e p t .  1978 , p .2 1 5 «
7 6 . B a u d e la ire , 'L e  P e in tre  de l a  v i e  m o d e rn e ', o p .  c i t . ,  p .4 8 6 .
7 7 . 'L a  c r i t i q u e  d 'a r t  de Huysmans e s t  in f irm é e  du f a i t  q u ' i l  ne 
ju g e  pas c c t a i n e s  o e u v re s  en f o n c t i o n s  de le u r s  v a le u r s  p la s t iq u e s .
I l  l e s  a p p ré c ie  l o r s q u 'e l l e s  se p r ê te n t  à d es  t r a n s p o s i t io n s  
co rre sp o n d a n t à s e s  thèmes l i t t é r a i r e s . '  C . M aingon, o p .  c i t . ,  p .1 2 1 .
'Huysmans a d é la i s s é  l a  c r i t i q u e ,  e n iv r é  de l a  j o i e  des 
phrases à c i s e l e r  d 'a p r è s  l e s  ta b le a u x  soum is à s e s  a p p r é c ia t i o n s . '
E . D em older, 'J . - K .  Huysmans c r i t i q u e  d 'a r t ' ,  La S o c i é t é  n o u v e l le .
5e année, 2 ,  1889 , p .4 2 9 .
'S i  l 'o n - d o i t  c o n s t a t e r  l ' o r i g i n a l i t é  de s e s  Jugem ents su r 
l a  p ro d u ct io n  a r t i s t i q u e ,  au co u rs  des années d é c i s i v e s  qu i v on t 
de 1880 à 1883 , on n 'e s t  pas m oins f o r c é  d 'a v o u e r  que Huysmans 
n 'a  jam ais su a p p r é c ie r ,  dans s a  t o t a l i t é ,  l a  te ch n iq u e  des 
im p r e s s io n n is t e s . ' H elen T ru dg ian , o p . c i t . ,  p .9 8 »
7 8 . H. Amer, 'Huysmans e t  l a  p e in t u r e ' ,  CTSJ. 8 , 1 96 3 , p .4 6 .
352
79.  'L 'e s s e n t i e l  e s t  que Huysmans a i t  to uI u par l 'e n t r e m is e  de 
des E ss e in te s  c r é e r  un mythe a u tou r deMOreau e t  ds son  o e u v r t ,  
e t  par l à  c o n fé r e r  une r â l e u r  n o u v e l le  à  l a  p e in tu r e . Le mythe 
dans l e  domaine des a r t s  e s t  p lu s  r é v é la t e u r  que l e  v r a i . '
H. Amer, o p . o i t . ,  p .4 0 .
8 0 . I b i d . ,  p .4 3 »
8 1 . I b i d . ,  p p .3 4 -3 5 .
8 2 . L e t tr e s  à Z o la , c .  25 May 1884 , p .1 0 4 .
83« Z o la , on the o th e r  hand, t o ld  J u le s  H uret th a t  he a s p ir e d  to  
a  s o r t  o f  c la s s ic is m  o f  n a tu r a lis m . ( Enquête su r l 'é v o l u t i o n  
l i t t f r p i r e , 1 8 9 1 .)
8 4 . B a u d e la ire , 'S a lo n  de 1 8 4 6 ',  o p . c i t . ,  p .1 0 1 .
8 5 . 'P ou r l u i ,  l e  c r i t i q u e  d 'a r t  d e v r a it  ê t r e  un sa u va ge , p lu s  
v e r r o u i l l é  que r e t i r é  dans l a  to u r  d ' i v o i r e . '
G. C o q u io t , Le V ra i J . -K .  HuyBmans. 1 91 2 , p .7 1 .
8 6 . W rit in g  to  Redon around Septem ber 1889 , Huysmanb n o t e s  the 
od iou s  p re se n ce  o f  t o u r i s t s  in  P a r is ,  a d d in g : 'L e  b e s o in  des 
égorgem ents se f a i t  s e n t i r .  ( . . . )  I l  y  en a v a i t ,  h i e r ,  en m asse, 
au L ouvre; i l s  s e n ta ie n t  l e  ch ie n  m o u i l lé ,  s o u i l l a i e n t  l e s  
ta b leau x  de le u r  h a l e i n e . '  Quoted in  BSH. 3 3 , 1957, p .9 6 .
8 7 . J .  B o r ie ,  'Une l i t t é r a t u r e  d ém ocra tiq u e?  La s i t u a t io n  des 
é c r iv a in s  n a t u r a l i s t e s ' ,  in  Q u 'e s t -c e  oue l a  c u ltu r e  f r a n ç a is e  
( e d .  J . - P .  A ro n ). 1975.
A.W. R a i t t  observes th a t  f o r  M allarm é, 'I n  h is  l a t e  p o e t r y  
the w orld  o f  everyd ay  r e a l i t y  e x i s t s  by v i r t u e  o f  i t s  a b s e n c e . '
And g e n e r a l ly ,  in  the co u r s e  o f  the n in e te e n th  ce n tu r y , 'p o e t r y  
moved away from  b e in g  the l y r i c a l  c o n s e c r a t io n  o f  u n iv e r s a l  
human em otion s to  b e in g  a  p r iv a t e  c u l t  o f  in d iv id u a l  e x p e r i e n c e s . '  
L i f e  and L e t te r s  in  F ra n ce : the N in eteen th  C en tu ry . 1965 ,
P.139, p . x i x .
8 8 . J . R ostan d , Le D r o it  d 'ê t r e  n a t u r a l i s t e . 1963, p .7 7 .
I t  i s  perhaps m is le a d in g  t o  s u g g e s t  th a t  the 'b i o l o g i c a l  
p r i n c ip l e '  in e v it a b ly  o v e r r id e s  s o c i a l  c o n c e r n s , even  i f  t h is  
o f t e n  happens in  n a t u r a l i s t  w ork s . As J .W . Burrow o b s e r v e s ,
' I t  i s  i r o n i c a l  th a t  D arw in , who hated  s p i t t i n g  worms f o r  
f i s h in g ,  sh ou ld  have been one o f  the b e g e t t e r s  o f  the s t r id e n t  
power p h ilo s o p h e rs  o f  the l a t e r  n in e te e n th  c e n tu r y . Even Marx 
and E ngels adopted  Darwinism  as the b i o l o g i c a l  c o u n te r p a r t  to  
the c la s s  w a r ( . . . )  "The s u r v iv a l  o f  the f i t t e s t "  in  a human 
c o n te x t  c o u ld  be a l l  th in g s  t o  a l l  m en .' I n t r o d u c t io n  t o  
The O r ig in  o f  S p e c ie s . (P e n g u in ) 1968 , p .4 5 .
8 9 . E . A u erbach , M im esis, (G a llim a rd ) 1968 , p .5 0 5 .
9 0 . T h e ir  p erson a l l i v e s  g iv e  us 'une im p re ss io n  d 'en sem b le  
étrangem ent m esquine, c e l l e  du grand b o u r g e o is  é g o c e n tr iq u e  
occupe de son  c o n f o r t  e s t h é t iq u e ,  n erv e u x , tourm enté de d iv e r s e s  
p e t i t e s  v e x a t io n s ,  e t  o b sé d é  par une manie —  une manie q u i en 
l 'e s p è c e  se  nomme " l i t t é r a t u r e " . '  I b i d . ,  p .5 0 1 .
353
91» On 28 February 1898, Buysmans t e l l e  P r in t  th a t  the D reyfus 
A f f a i r  la  h a r in g  a  d e tr im e n ta l e f f e c t  on book t a l e s .  'Z o la  s 'e s t  
la n ce  d edan s, pour jo u e r  l e t  H ugo, pour te  f a i r s  de l a  reclam e ( . . . )  
Tout l e t  gen s^ vereux  so n t la -d e d a n s , aux gages d e t  J u l f t  ( . . . )
9a a  d eve lop p e  1 'a n t i -s e m it ie m e , ee q u i n 'e t t  p at ta n s  me r e j o u i r . '  
L e t t r q s  ¿ P r i n t ,  p . 3 1 3 .
9 2 . E . de G o n co u rt, J o u rn a l.  3 December 1871 . Q uoted by 
A uerbach , o p . c i t . ,  p .4 9 3 •
93« J .  B o r is  te e s  the c e l i b a c y  o f  F la u b e r t , the G o n c o u r ts , o r  
Buysmant a t b e in g  sym ptom atic o f  t h e i r  a e s t h e t i c  d etach m en t, in  
Le C fU b a t fr l j- j  f r y i y ^ B ,  1976 .
F la u b e r t  rem arks 'L a  T ie  n 'e s t  t o l e r a b le  q u 'a  c o n d it io n  de 
n 'y  jam ais  8 t r e '  ( t o  L ou ise C o l e t ,  5 -6  March 1653)*  b u t a t  the 
tame tim e i n s i s t s  on a s c i e n t i f i c  r ig o u r  in  a r t :  ' l l  e s t  temps 
de l u i  d on n er, par une methods im p it o y a b le ,  l a  p r e c i s i o n  des 
s c ie n c e s  p h y s iq u e s ! '  (To M ile  L eroy er  de C h a n tep ie , 18 March 
1 8 5 7 .)  Quoted from  E x tr a !t s  de l a  c o r re s p o n d e n ce . o p .  c i t . ,  
p .1 0 4 , p . 188 .
9 4 . The G oncourts were p ro s e cu te d  f o r  o u tra g in g  p u b l i c  m o r a lity  
in  1853, f o r  v e r s e s  on Yenus w h ich  had appeared  in  L '¿ c l a l r  the 
p re v io u s  y e a r . They were a c q u i t t e d .  (B . B a ld ic k , The G on cou rts . 1960)
9 5 . G erm inle L a ce r te u x . e d . E . C aram ascb i, N a p le s /P a r is , 1968 , p .2 .
D. Lodge w r ite 8 i  'A  w ork in g  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  r e a l is m  m ight b e :
the r e p r e s e n ta t io n  o f  e x p e r ie n ce  in  a mannei- w hich  approx im ates 
c lp e e ly ._ to _ d e 8 s r lB U o n B _ o f  . s im i la r  e x p e r ie n ce  in  n o n j l t e r a r y  te x ts  
o f  the gym«» c u l t u r e . R e a l i s t i c  f i c t i o n ,  b e in g  co n ce rn e d  w ith  the 
a c t io n  o f  in d iv id u a ls  in  t im e , a pp rox im a tes  to  h i s t o r y :  " h i s t o r y  
i s  a n o v e l w hich  happened; th e  n o v e l i s  h is t o r y  as i t  m ight have 
happened" as the G oncourt b r o th e r s  p u t i t .  Thus th e  r e a l i s t i c  
n o v e l ,  from  i t s  b eg in n in g s  in  the e ig h te e n th  c e n t u r y , m odelled  
i t s  language on h i s t o r i c a l  w r i t in g  o f  v a r io u s  k in d s ,  form al and 
in fo r m a l : b io g ra p h y , a u to b io g ra p h y , t r a v e lo g u e , l e t t e r s ,  d ia r i e s ,  
jo u rn a lis m  and h is t o r io g r a p h y . '  Op. c i t . ,  p .2 5 .
9 6 . A. G u ed j, 'Le N aturalism e avan t Z o l a ' ,  RSH. 1 6 0 , O c t .-D e c .
1975 , p .5 7 4 .
97« To Hannon, 16 O ctober 1 8 7 9 , Fonds Lam bert.
9 8 . For A n ita  B rook n er, Bops i s  't h e  i n d i f f e r e n t l y  ta le n te d  
B e lg ia n  p o rn o g r a p h e r .• The G enius o f  the F u tu re . L on d on / New 
Y ork , 1971, p .1 6 0 . See a ls o  P . W ard-Jackson , o p . c i t . ,  p .6 2 0 .
9 9 . 'L e  sexe  fé m in in , pour Bops e t  l a  p lu p a r t  de s e s  con tem p ora in s, 
e s t  c e t  in fe r n a l  f o u r ,  s i  r o s e ,  s i  n o i r ,  ou l a  f o l i e  des hommes 
s 'e n g o u f f r e  e t  se  con su m e.' J . - L .  B a c h e l l ie r ,  'L e  G ra v e le u r : 
F é l i c i e n  Bops e t  J o r is -K a r l  Huysmans' ,  in  Des mots e t  des 
c o u le u r s , ( e d .  P . B on n efis  and P . R e b o u l, U n iv e r s it é  de L i l l e  I I I )  
1979 , p .7 1 .
100 . I b i d . ,  p .7 6 .
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1 0 2 . 'En somme, ( l a  n a tu ra lis m e ) n 'a  f o u i l l é  que des d essou s de 
n om b ril e t  banalem ent d iva gu é  dès q u ' i l  s 'a p p r o c h a i t  d es  a in e s ; 
c ' e s t  un h e r n ia ir e  de s e n t im e n ts , un b and a g i s te  d'âm e e t  v o i l à  
t o u t ! '  ( L à -b a s . 1 , 1 3 )
1 0 3 . C. M aingon, o p . o i t . ,  p p .1 3 6 -3 7 .
1 0 4 . I b i d . ,  p .1 4 4 .
1 0 3 . ' . . . i l  n 'e s t  pas a d m is s ib le ,  vou s l e  s a v e z  M e n , qu 'un
l i b e r t i n  se  c o n v e r t is s e  en gard an t sa  c o n c u b in e t a  p lu s  f o r t e  
r a i s o n ,  un é c r iv a in  ses  m auvais l i v r e s . '  Abbé F . B e l l e v i l l e ,
La C on version  de M. Huysmans. B ou rges, 1898 , p . 9 .
1 0 6 . In  h is  stu dy  o f  n in e te e n th -c e n tu r y  p r o s t i t u t i o n ,  A. C orb in  
draws h e a v ily  on n o v e ls  o f  the p e r io d  f o r  e v id e n c e ,  o b s e r v in g :
'L e s  co n d u ite s  p r o s t i t u t io n n e l l e s  s o n t  devenues un des thèmes 
e s s e n t i e l s  du roman e t  de l ' a r t  p i c t u r a l ;  l i t t é r a t u r e  e t  p e in tu re , 
s y m b o lis te s  e t  d é c a d e n t is te s  tém oign en t d 'u n e  n é v r o se  c o l l e c t i v e  
q u i se t r a d u it  to u t  à l a  f o i s  par une v e r t ig in e u s e  a t t ir a n c e  e t  
p ar une peur m orbide de l a  s e x u a l i t é  f é m in in e . '
Les F i l l e s  de n o c e . 1 9 7 8 , p p .1 8 6 -8 7 .
1 0 7 . A cco rd in g  to  Z o la  in  Les R om anciers n a t u r a l i s t e s . 'Une des 
ten dan ces des rom an ciers  n a t u r a l is t e s  e s t  de b r i s e r  e t  d 'é l a r g i r  
l e  cadre du rom an. I l s  v e u le n t  s o r t i r  du c o n t e ,  de l 'é t e r n e l l e  
h i s t o i r e ,  de l 'é t e r n e l l e  i n t r i g u e ,  q u i promène l e s  personnages 
au tra v e rs  des mîmes p é r i p é t i e s ,  pour l e s  tu e r  ou  l e s  m arier
au dénom m ent.' (X I ,1 7 0 )
Such d a im s  to  h igh  s e r io u s n e s s  a re  n o t  d i s s im i la r  to  thoBe 
o f  R o b b e -G r i l le t ,  who announces th a t  'r a c o n t e r  pou r d i s t r a i r e  
e s t  f u t i l e . . . '  ( o p .  c i t . ,  p .3 5 )<
1 0 8 . As P. Cogny and A. A r t in ia n  say  in  t h e i r  in t r o d u c t io n  to  
L à -hau t ( T ou rn a i, 1 9 6 5 ), a f t e r  L à -b a s . 'c e  n ' é t a i t  p lu s  Huvsmans 
q u i c r é a i t  D u r ta l, mais D u rta l qu i m enait H uysm ans.' ( p .1 6 )
1 0 9 . J .  L a ver , The F i r s t  D ecad en t. 1954 , p 2 6 5 .
1 1 0 . A. B u is in e , 'Le T a x id e r m is t e ',  RSH. 1 7 0 -7 1 , A p r i l -S e p t .  1978
1 1 1 . P . D u ployé, Huysmans. 1968, p p .4 4 -4 5 .
1 1 2 . H. M ark iew icz , 'Le N atu ralism e dans l e s  r e c h e r c h e s  e t  dans 
l 'e s t h é t i q u e  du XXe s i è c l e ' .  Revue de l i t t é r a t u r e  com parée. A p r i l -  
June 1973» p .2 5 7 .
113« 'L e  n atu ra lism e p a rta g e  avec l e s  c i v i l i s a t i o n s  p r im it iv e s  
l 'o b s e s s i o n  du s e c r e t  s e x u e l de l a  v ie  q u i e n to u re  l a  n a issa n ce  
e t  la  p u b e r té . I c i  cep en d an t l e  tabou  p r i m i t i f  e s t  fr a n c h i  e t  
o f f e n s é  ( . . . )  par l e  ç e s t e  d 'u n  in t é r ê t  purem ent m é d ica l, v o i r e  
g y n é co lo g iq u e  e t  o b s t é t r iq u e .  ( . . . )  M a is, p a r ce  que d an s^ tou tes  
l e s  ch oses  humaines e t  t r o p  humaines ce  n '^eet pas l e  c8 te  m oral 
q u i  in t é r e s s e  l e  n a tu r a lis m e , m ais^ le  c ô t é  p a t h o lo g iq u e , l a  n o so ­
g ra p h ie  s e x u e lle  e s t  un p o in t  de d é p a rt  pour d é c le n c h e r  to u te  une 
avalan ch e de d e s c r ip t io n s  de m aladies ( . . . )  I l  fa u t  rem arquer 
cep en d a n t, que l a  p ré o c cu p a tio n  s c i e n t i f i q u e  n 'e s t  q u 'a  l a
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s u p e r f i c i e  du n a tu ra lis m e . Dans l e  s u b c o n s c ie n t ,  i l  y  a  
l 'o b s e s s i o n  de l a  f a t a l i t é  de l a  m a la d ie . C ela  peu t C tre  
prouve par l e  grand m etaphorism e m a la d i f . '  H .A . H a t s fe ld ,
'D is c u s s io n  su r l e  n a tu ra lism e  f r a n ç a i s ' .  S tu d ie s  in  P h i l o l o g y .
3 9 , O c t . 1942, p p .7 0 3 -0 4 .
114 . 'L a  p lu s  grande r é u s s i t e  du n a tu ra lism e  e s t  l a  m anière 
im p r e ss io n n is te  qu i a p p o rte  de n o u v e l le s  nuances s u p r a s e n s ib le s  
e t  a f f e c t e  profon dém en t l a  s y n ta x e , s u r t o u t  par l 'o r d r e  d es m ots , 
l e s  c o n s tr u c t io n s  n om in a les  e t  l e  s t y l e  i n d i r e c t  l i b r e . '  I b i d . ,  p .7 2 6 .
113« M a rk ie v icz , o p . c i t . ,  p .2 6 4 .
1 1 6 .  Z o la , 'L e t t r e  à  l a  je u n e s s e '.  Le Boman e x p é r im e n ta l . X ,1 2 2 3 «
1 1 7 . I b i d . ,  X ,12 2 4 .
118 . 'Le Roman e x p é r im e n t a l ',  X ,1 1 8 2 .
119« S a r t r e , quoted by R . B ourneuf and R . O u e l le t ,  L 'U n iv e r b du 
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1879» J .  L em a itre , Les C on tem p ora in s. 1 ère  s é r i é ,  n .d .
166. E .g .  C. B eu ch at, o p .  c i .* .»  P« Cogny, Le N a tu ra lism e . 1953»
F .V .J . Hemmings, 'The O r ig in  o f  the terms n a tu r a lis m e , n a t u r a l i s t e 1, 
French S t u d ie s . 8 ,  A p r i l  1954.
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1 6 7 . R ealism  f o r  Z o la  seems to  amount to  a c h ia v in g  a  fu s io n  o f  
p e rso n a l v is io n  and tra n sp a ren cy  b e fo r e  the f i x e d  so u rce  o f  n ature*  
'C e que je  ch erch e  avan t t o u t  dans un ta b le a u , c ' e s t  un homme e t  
non pas un ta b le a u .
I l  y  a , s e lo n  m oi, deux e lem en ts  dans une oeu vres l 'é l é m e n t  
r é e l ,  qu i e s t  l a  n a tu r e , e t  l 'é l é m e n t  in d iv id u e l ,  qu i e s t  l 'h o m m e .' 
('M on  S a lo n ',  1866 , X I I , 7 9 7 .)  And he addss 'J 'a p p e l l e  r é e l l e ,  
une oeuvre qui v i t ,  une oeu vre  d o n t l e s  p erson n ages p u is s e n t  se  
m ouvoir e t  p a r l e r . '  ( i b i d . ,  X I I ,8 0 9 .)  Thus Manet i s  seen  as 
r e j e c t i n g  p re ce p ts  and co n v e n t io n s  in  o rd e r  t o  'v o i r  l a  n a tu re  
t e l l e  q u 'e l l e  e s t ,  sans l a  r e g a r d e r  dans l e s  oeu v res  e t  dans l e s  
o p in io n s  des a u t r e s '}  and the a b s o lu te  f o r  Z o la  i s  n o t  some 
id e a l  o f  beauty b u t ' r e a l i t y ' s  'L a  r é a l i t é  e s t  i c i  l 'é lé m e n t  
f i x e ' .  ( 'Édouard M a n e t ', 1867 , X I I , 828 , 8 2 9 -3 0 . )
L i l ia n  R . F u ret a rgu es  th a t  Z o la  su p p orted  the I m p r e s s io n is t s  
more in  o rd er  to  a t ta c k  e s t a b l i s h e d  a u th o r it y  than from  r e a l  
a p p r e c ia t io n . 'E v id e n t ly  Z o la  e n v isa g e d  p a in t in g  as i l l u s t r a t e d  
th ou g h t, and n o t  in  term s o f  c o lo u r  and c o n to u r , l i g h t  and shadow, 
p a tte rn  and form . ( . . . )  He f a i l e d  to  g rasp  and to  examine many o f  
the e s s e n t ia ls  o f  the v i s u a l  a r ts *  sh ap e, p e r s p e c t iv e ,  s o l i d i t y ,  
c o m p o s it io n , volu m e, to n a l  e f f e c t s ,  p e r c e p t io n  o f  p la n e s , draw ing 
and m o d e llin g . These a re  l a r g e ly  a b sen t from  h is  a r t  c r i t i c i s m  
f o r  the sim ple rea son  th a t  th ey  were o u ts id e  h is  range o f  i n t e r e s t  
in  p ic tu r e s  as an e x p r e s s io n  o f  i d e a s . '  'Z o l a 's  A rt C r i t i c i s m ',  
in  French 19th C entury P a in t in g  and L i t e r a t u r e , ( e d .  Ü. F in k e ) 
M anchester, 1972, p p .1 7 5 -7 6 .
HuyBman8 h im s e lf  p ro v id e d  an o u t l in e  o f  th e  fu n c t io n  o f  the 
a r t  c r i t i c  in  a r a r e ly  q u oted  p r e fa c e  p u b lis h e d  in  1901s 'P o u r  
m oi, l a  seu le  c r i t iq u e  d 'a r t  q u i m érite  q u 'o n  l 'a d u l e  d o i t  se 
com prendre de l a  s o r te s  i l  fa u t  résum er l a  b io g r a p h ie  du p e in t r e  
e t  leB o r ig in e s  de son a r t ,  m ontrer se s  ten a n ts  e t  ses  a b o u t is s a n t s ,  
e x p liq u e r  l e  s u je t  q u ' i l  t r a i t e ,  en in d iq u e r  l e s  s o u r c e s , s ' i l  
s 'a g i t ,  par exem ple d 'u n e  v i e  de S a in t  ou d 'u n e  lé g e n d e , p u is  
d é f i n i r  son t a le n t ,  l 'a n a l y s e r  en d é c e la n t  l e s  ru se s  de son  m é tie r  
e t  l e s  q u a lit é s  de sa  te c h n iq u e , r é v é le r  l e s  s e n s a t io n s  p e r s o n n e l le s  
q u ' i l  suggère e t  s u r to u t  d é c r ir e  l e  ta b lea u  de t e l l e  fa ç o n  que 
c e lu i  qu i en l i t  l a  t r a d u c t io n  é c r i t e ,  l e  v o i e .  C 'e s t  b ie n  des 
c h o s e s , d ir e z -v o u s ;  sans d o u te , mais l e s  C on cou rt l e s  o n t r é a l i s é e s  
dans le u r s  d é f i n i t i v e s  é tu d e s  su r  un a r t  que j 'a p p r é c i e  e n co re  
moins que c e lu i  de l a  R e n a iss a n ce , su r l ' a r t  du X V IIIe s i è c l e .
Ce r é s u l t a t  ç e u t  donc 8 t r e  a t t e i n t  s i  c e lu i  q u i  en trep ren d  ce  
t r a v a i l  e s t  a l a  f o i s  un co m m is s a ire -p r is e u r  e t  un sa v a n t, e t  
avant to u t  un a r t i s t e . '  J . -K .  Huysmans, 'L a  Jeun esse du P éru gin  
e t  l e s  o r ig in e s  de l ' é c o l e  o m b r ie n n e ', in  En m arge. (L e s a g e ) 1927,
p . 16 6 .
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NOTES TO CHAPTER TWO
Paul A lexis, aged twenty-one, had hie poem 'A  1 ’ amphithéâtre' 
published as a supposed inedit of Baudelaire in Le Figaro.
8 January 1869. (Q u oted  from  P . A le x i s ,  L e t t r e s  in é d i t e s  de
Paul A le x is  à ¿m ile  Z o la , e d . B.H. B akker, T o ro n to , 1 97 1 , p .7  n .1 7 . )
As Bakker d r i l y  rem arks, 'L 'im p o s tu re  f u t  b ien t& t d é c o u v e r te ' ( p . 7 ) .
1 . Quoted by R . P o u i l l i a r t ,  Le Romantisme I I I  1 8 6 9 -1 8 9 6 . 1968, p .1 1 0 . 
A cco rd in g  to  P r o fe s s o r  C . B urns, ' AvfTond c ' e s t  F la u b e r t , b ie n  p lu s  
que Z o la  ou C o n co u rt , qui f u t ,  b ie n  m algré l u i ,  l e  p ère  du n atura ­
l i s m e . '  (Edmond de C oncourt and Henry C éard, C orrespon dan ce  In é d ite  
1 876 -1896 . e d . C. B urns, 1965, p .4 7  n .3 > )
2 . L e t te r  o f  November 1891 to  L ou is  de R ob ert and ¿ m ile  L a p a ix , 
B ib lio th è q u e  de l 'A r s e n a l ,  Fonds Lambert 49«
3 . A ccord in g  to  F .V .J .  Hemmings, 'P r iv a t e  determ in ism  i s  re p la c e d  
in  L 'é d u ca t io n  se n tim e n ta le  by the ebb  and f lo w  o f  the t id e  o f  
h i s t o r y . '  The Age o f  R ea lism . 1974, p .175*
4 .  H is to ir e  l i t t é r a i r e  de la  F ra n ce , v o l .  1 0 , 1 87 3 -19 13 , e d .
C. D uchet, 1978» p .1 2 7 .
5 . Z o la  ' l i e  " l a  n é v ro se  qui a g it e  ( l e )  s i è c l e "  non seu lem en t à 
l 'h é r é d i t é ,  mais e n co r e  à l 'é p o q u e ,  aux phénomènes p o l i t iq u e s  e t  
s o c i a u x . '  C o le t te  B eck er, i b i d . ,  p .1 2 1 .
6 . G. de S a in t -V a lr y , La P a t r ie . 11 March 1879.
7 .  M. Raimond, 'L 'E x p r e s s io n  des sen tim en ts  dans l a  t r a d i t i o n  
n a t u r a l i s t e ' .  C a h ie rs  de l 'a s s o c i a t i o n  in t e r n a t io n a le  d es  étu d es 
f r a n ç a is e s . 26 , May 1974, p .2 7 0 .
Harry Levin rem arks! 'Our excu se  f o r  s tu d y in g  l i t e r a r y  h is t o r y  
i s  th a t the m ed iocre  works h e lp  us to  p la ce  the m a s t e r p ie c e s . By 
e s t a b l i s h in g  the r u l e s  we le a rn  to  r e c o g n is e  the e x c e p t i o n s . '
The G ates o f  Horn. New Y ork , 1966, p .6 6 .
8 . R .-P .  C o lin , Schopenhauer en F ran ce : un mythe n a t u r a l i s t e .
Lyon, 1979 , p .2 0 3 .
9 . See R . B a ld ic k , La V ie de J .-K . Huysmans. 1958, p p .4 9 -5 0 .
1 0 . ' J ' a i  a c c e p t é ,  à cause de MARTHE de f a i r e  une p r é fa c e  en le v é e  
de c e t t e  o b s c é n ité  de M usset. Ce qui me n a v re , la -d e d a n s , c ' e s t  
que c e t  ouvrage m'm é t é  p rop osé  su r l a  l e c t u r e  de MARTHE, a in s i ,  
i l  y  a d es  gens q u i a s s im ile n t  ça  à un l i v r e  d é g o û ta n t? '
To C éard, Septem ber 1876, B ib lio th è q u e  de l 'A r s e n a l ,  Fonds Lambert 4 6 .
1 1 . E . de G o n co u rt , J o u rn a l. 3 O ctob er  1876, X I ,1 0 4 -0 5 .
1 2 . Quoted by P . C ogny, e d . ,  M arthe. 1955« p .3 4 .
1 3 . Cogny, op . c i t .  R. B a ld ick , Marthe (F ortu n e  P r e s s ,  n . d . ) .
14 . H. O lr ik , ' Mar the : une p r o s t it u é e  du XIXe s i è c l e ' ,  RSH. 1 7 0 -7 1 , 
A p r i l -S e p t .  1978. Y . C logen son , 'A u tou r de Huysmans e t  G id e ',
BSH.5 8 . 1971, q u o te d  p .3 3 .
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1 5 . Huysmans, L e t t r e »  I n é d it e s  à Edmond de C o n co u rt . 1956 . quoted  p .4 9 .
1 6 . O lr ik , o p . c i t . ,  p .2 8 1 .
1 7 . Cogny, o p . c i t . ,  p .4 7 .
1 8 . I b i d . ,  p .49 *
1 9 . O lr ik , o p . c i t . ,  p .2 7 7 .
2 0 . In  h is  p r e fa c e  to  La F i l l e  é l i s a . Edmond de C o n cou rt w r ite s *
' l a  p r o s t i t u t io n  e t  l a  p r o s t i t u é e ,  ce  n 'e s t  qu 'un  é p is o d e ;  l a  p r is o n  
e t  l a  p r is o n n iè r e :  v o i l a  l ' i n t é r û t  de mon l i v r e . '  (U n ion  G en erale  
d 'é d i t i o n s ,  19 7 9 » p .1 8 . )
2 1 . Cogny, o p . c i t . ,  p .17 5  n .1 5 *
2 2 . 'S on n et s a ig n a n t 'in  Parnasse s a t y r lc u e  du XIXe s i è c l e . B ru s se ls  1881
2 3 .  Huysmans i s  fon d  o f  p i^ e n t in g  lo v e  o r  se x  in  term s o f  d r in k in g  
in  M arthe: she i s  a 's e r v a n te  a t t i t r é e  d 'u n e  b u v e tte  d 'a m ou r ' ( p .3 2 ) ;  
thanks to  p o v e r t y , ' l e  v in  d ' amour e s t  b ie n  v i t e  c u v é ' ( p . 6 1 ) .
This m eta p h or ica l s u b s t i t u t io n  o f  one 'a p p e t i t e '  f o r  a n oth er  seems 
t y p i c a l l y  n a t u r a l i s t ,  and i s  used e x t e n s iv e ly  by Huysmans, e s p e c ia l l y  
in  A v a u - l 'e a u .
2 4 . Cogny, o p . c i t . ,  p .174  n .1 1 .
2 5 . R .-P . C o l in ,  o p . c i t . ,  p .2 0 5 .
2 6 . E. J u in , p r e fa c e  to  M arthe/L es S oeu rs V a ta rd . (U nion  G én éra le  
d 'é d i t i o n s )  19 7 5 .  p .8 .
2 7 . Cogny, o p . c i t . ,  p .18 7  n .1 2 .
2 8 . 'C e t te  f i n  q u i n 'e n  e s t  pas une e s t  à  coup sû r p lu s  con form e 
à l a  r é a l i t é  que l a  m ort q u i e s t  u sée  comme un v ie u x  drame ou l e s  
h id eu ses  lo u rd e u rs  de fe u  Ponsard de l 'A ca d é m ie  f r a n ç a i s e . '
Huysmans to  Hannon, 16 December 1876, Fonds Lambert 6 2 .
29 . 'C o r i o l i s  s 'é t a i t  prom is de ne pas se  m a r ie r , non q u ' i l  e û t 
de l a  répugnance c o n tr e  l e  m ariage ; mais l e  m ariage l u i  s e m b la it  
un bonheur r e fu s é  à l ' a r t i s t e .  Le t r a v a i l  de l ' a r t ,  l a  p o u r s u ite  
de l ' i n v e n t i o n ,  l 'i n c u b a t i o n  s i l e n c ie u s e  de l 'o e u v r e ,  l a  c o n c e n tra ­
t io n  de l ' e f f o r t  l u i  p a r a is s a ie n t  im p o s s ib le s  avec l a  v i e  c o n ju g a le ,  
aux c& tés d 'u n e  jeu n e  femme ca re ssa n te  e t  d is t r a y a n t e ,  ayan t co n tre  
l ' a r t  l a  ja l o u s ie  d 'u n e  ch ose  p lu s  aimée q u 'e l l e ,  f a i s a n t  a u tou r
du t r a v a i l l e u r  l e  b r u it  d 'u n  e n fa n t , b r is a n t  ses  i d é e s . . . '
Manette Salom on. (F lam m a rion /F a squ e lle  n . d . )  p .1 5 4 .
Z o la  r e j e c t s  t h is  t h e s is  o f  woman d e s t r o y in g  the a r t i s t  in  
h is  study o f  the C on cou rt»  in  Lcb  R om anciers n a t u r a l i s t e s . See 
a ls o  J .  B o r ie ,  Le C é l ib a t a ir e  f r a n ç a i s . 1 9 7 o .
30 . See f o r  exam ple 'L 'A m b u la n te ', C roq u is  p a r i s i e n s : A v a u -1 'e a u :
En r o u t e .
3 1 . O lr ik ,  o p . c i t . ,  p .274
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3 2 . For a d e s c r ip t io n  o f  M a rth e 's  charms* see  p . 46 .
3 3 . Cogny, o p . c i t . t p .17 2  n .3 .
3 4 . A cco rd in g  t o  R . B a ld ic k , Marthe i s  'A  c r e a tu r e  o f  i n s t i n c t . . .  
in  no way r e s p o n s ib le  f o r  h e r  a c t i o n s ' ;  Huysmans' 'c h a r a c t e r is a t io n  
o f  Marthe i s  in d eed  l i t t l e  more than a stu dy  o f  anim al l i f e . '
'The N ovels  o f  J . -K .  Huysmans'* u n pu b lish ed  D. P h i l ,  t h e s i s ,
O xford  U n iv e r s i t y ,  1953# v o l .  1 , p .1 2 0 .
33« See H. J u in , in t r o d u c t io n  t o  C h a rio t s 'a m u se . Geneva 1979«
3 6 . L . B lo y . Le D ésesp éré . O eu vres. 1964 » 1 1 1 ,2 9 4 .
3 7 . In t r o d u c t io n  t o  C h a r io t  s 'a m u se , o p . c i t ;  I r o n i c a l l y ,
B onnetain  was a c q u it te d  in  December 1884 by the same ju r y  w h ich ,
a week e a r l i e r ,  had condemned L ou is  D esprez f o r  Autour d 'u n  c l o c h e r . 
See E . de C on cou rt and H. C eard , o p . c i t . ,  p .1 0 3  n .1 .
3 8 . G .J . B e ck e r , e d . ,  Documents o f  Modern L ite r a r y  R e a lism . 
P r in c e to n , 19 6 3 » p .3 4 4 .
39« ' l l  l e  s o u p ço n n a it  d 'a v o i r  une mauvaise h a b itu d e . Pourquoi 
p as? Des gens graves  l a  c o n s e rv e n t  tou te  le u r  v i e ,  e t  on preten d  
que l e  duc d'AngoulSm e s 'y  l i v r a i t . '
4 0 . C h a r io t  s 'a m u se , p p . v i i - i x .
4 1 . I b i d . ,  p p .112 -13« One f in d s  a s im i la r  com bin ation  o f  a n t i -  
c l e r i c a l i s m  and p e rv e r te d  s e x u a l it y  in  O ctave M irb e a u 's  n o v e l ,  
S e b a s tie n  R och . 1890 . Z o la  o f  co u rse  e x p re sse d  a f i e r c e  o p p o s it io n  
to  c l e r i c a l  c e l i b a c y  ( i n ,  f o r  exam ple, La Faute de l 'a b b é  Mouret
o r  L ou rdes) .
4 2 . C h a r io t  s 'a m u se , p .8 4 .  In  A le x i s '  s t o r y  'R e l i g i o n ' ,  we see 
'u n  homme e t  une femme, deux fit r e s  je u n e s , s e n ta n t b o u i l lo n n e r  
le u r  s è v e , p r i s  du b e so in  de s 'a c c o u p le r  au r is q u e  de se p erp é­
tu er ! ' T ren te  rom ans. 189 5 , p .1 8 4 .
43» C h a r io t s 'a m u se , p .1 6 7 .  F or an o u t l in e  o f  ' l ' é c r i t u r e  
a r t i s t e ' ,  s e e :  M. C r e s s o t , La Phrase e t  l e  v o c a b u la ir e  de J .-K . 
Huvsmans. 1938; M. T u r n e ll ,  The A rt o f  French F i c t i o n .  1.959.
4 4 . 'S a  s e n s i b i l i t é  g é n é ra le  s 'e x a l t a i t  davantage à l a  s u it e  de 
c e s  c o n t in u e l le s  re ch u te s  e t ,  p a r f o i s ,  l a  n a tu re  la s s é e  se  r e f u s a i t  
à ré p a re r  son t r a v a i l  d é t r u i t . '  C h a rio t  s 'a m u se , p .1 9 2 .
4 5 . I b i d . ,  p .3 0 7 .
4 6 . I b i d . ,  p .1 0 2 .
4 7 . I b i d . ,  p .9 8 .
4 8 . ' I l  va  san s d ir e  que c e t t e  i n s t a b i l i t é  nous e s t  p ré se n té e  
comme typiquem ent p a th o lo g iq u e : onanism e, p e d e r a s t ie ,  p r ia p ism e , 
au tan t de m a n ife s ta t io n s  e n co re  une f o i s  in te r ch a n g e a b le s  d 'u n e 
p e r v e r s i t é  q u a l i f i é e ,  d 'u n e  in c u ra b le  n év rose  accom pagnée de tou s
3 6 3
l e s  s ig n e s  s a b la n ts  d 'u n  t e r r a in  m é d ic o -s o c ia l  d é g é n é r é e -  
a lc o o l i s m e , c r a s s e ,  p r o m is c u ité ,  d éch éa n ce  f a m i l i a l e ,  h é r é d it é  
ca ta s tro p h iq u e  (C h a r io t ,  devenu a d u l t e ,  re t ro u v e  s a ^ v ie i l l e  
mère en a s s is t a n t  par h asard  à un c o u r s  de C h arcot à l a  
S a lp ê t r i è r e :  nymphomane e t  h y s t é r iq u e , r e c lu s e  d ep u is  s e p t  
a n s , e l l e  s e r t  de m a té r ie l  p édagog iqu e  au grand s a v a n t ) . '
J .  B o r is ,  op . c i t . ,  p p .1 0 1 -0 2 .
4 9 » 4 .  C orb in , 'L 'H é r é d o s y p h il is  ou l ' i m p o s s i b l e  r é d e m p t io n '.
Rom antism e. 31 , 1 98 1 , p .1 4 6 . See a l s o  ch a p te r  e le v e n , 'The New 
P rod u ct -  M asturbatory I n s a n i t y ' ,  in  T .S .  S z a s z , The M anufacture 
o f  Madness. 1977«
3 0 . 'L e roman e s t  gftté  par un e s p r i t  sy s té m a tiq u e , v i s i b l e  dans 
l e  thème de l 'h é r é d i t é  comme dans c e l u i  de l 'é d u c a t i o n ,  e t  p ar un 
a n t ic lé r ic a l is m e  l a s s a n t . '  R . P o u i l l i a r t ,  o p . c i t . ,  p .1 2 0 .
3 1 . O lr ik , o p . c i t . ,  p .2 8 0 .
3 2 . Cogny, op . c i t . ,  in t r o d u c t io n .
33« 'P a r to u t  c e s  a u teu rs  p ro cè d e n t  p a r  p e t i t e s  to u ch e s : dans l a  
c o m p o s it io n , où d es  c h a p it r e s  c o u r ts  ju x t a p o s e n t  de s u c c e s s iv e s  
o b s e r v a t io n s , dans l ' i n v e n t i o n  des p e rs o n n a g e s , fa b r iq u é s  l e  p lu s  
sou ven t de m in u scu les  p ie c e s  de r a p p o r t ,  dans l a  p s y c h o lo g ie  de 
c e s  cré a tu re s  d o n t l e s  p a s s io n s  se  m on n aien t en d 'in n o m b ra b le s  
s e n s a t io n s  ténues e t  d i s t i n c t e s ,  e t  ju s q u e  dans l a  r e p r é s e n ta t io n  
même de le u r  é p oq u e , c o n f ié e  à une p o u s s iè r e  d 'a n e c d o t e s . '
R . R ic a t t e ,  La C ré a t io n  rom anesque c h e z  l e s  C o n co u rt. 1953 , p .4 6 2 .
5 4 . H. Trudgian , L 'E s th é t iq u e  de J . - K .  Huysmans. 1934, p .1 é 1 .
The d e s c r ip t io n s  o f  L a u r e n t 's  v i s i t s  t o  the morgue in  ch a p te r  
t h ir t e e n  o f  T h érèse Raouin seem a much more ob v io u s  p o in t  o f  
com pa rison .
5 5 . Trudgian , o p . c i t . ,  p .1 6 5 .
5 6 . M. P raz, The Rom antic Agony. 2nd e d i t i o n ,  1970, p .1 2 5 .
5 7 . J .  H uret, Enquête su r l 'é v o l u t i o n  l i t t é r a i r e . 1891, p .7 6 .
5 8 . On the a f f i l i a t i o n s  o f  A le x is  v i-th  the d e ca d e n ts , see  Sara 
V ia ,  'Une Phèdre d é c a d e n t^ h e z  l e s  n a t u r a l i s t e s ' ,  RSH. 153 , 1974.
5 9 . C f .  A. B u is in e , 'L e  T a x id e r m is t e ',  RSH. 170-71-, 1978.
6 0 . L . H ennique, Beux n o u v e l le s . B r u s s e ls ,  1881, p .1 7 «
61.  I b i d . ,  p .1 8 .
6 2 . 0 .  K irbeau , Le Journ al d 'u n e  femme de cham bre. 1900, p . 386 .
6 3 . L . B lo y , 'D eux fa n tô m e s ',  H is t o i r e s  d é s o b l ig e a n t e s . O eu vres .
19 6 7 , V I ,230 .
6 4 . I b i d . ,  p .1 9 8
6 5 . J .B . B aron ian  o b se r v e s , a propos  o f  B lo y 's  Sueur de sang (1 8 9 3 ) 
and H is t o i r e s  d é so b lig e a n te s  (1 8 9 4 ) :  'C e  ne s o n t  pas ( . . . )  de v é r i ­
ta b le s  t e x t e s  fa n ta s t iq u e s  mais l e s  s i t u a t io n s  in c r o y a b le s ,  
l 'a tm o s p h è r e  d ' i r r é a l i t é ,  l e s  v i s i o n s  f r é n é t iq u e s  ou h a l lu c in a t o ir e s  
qu i l e s  t r a v e r s e n t  d 'u n  bout à l 'a u t r e  le u r  c o n fè r e n t  une aura 
d 'é t r a n g e t é  e t  une é lé v a t io n  dram atique q u 'o n  ne re n c o n tre  que
t r è s  ra rem en t dans l a  l i t t é r a t u r e  f r a n ç a i s e .  ( . . . )  B loy  in v en te  
l a  l i t t é r a t u r e  moderne de l a  p r o v o c a t io n . '
Panorama de l a  l i t t é r a t u r e  fa n ta s t iq u e  de lan gu e f r a n ç a is e .  1978, p .1 4 0 .
6 6 . 'Ce que M. Huysmans^méprise en ta n t  que r é a l i t é ,  i l  l 'a p p r é c ie  
d 'a u ta n t  p lu s  comme m a t iè r e ^ d 'a r t . D 'o r d in a ir e ,  ce  q u i in t é r e s s e  
dans l 'o e u v r e  d 'a r t ,  c ' e s t  à l a  f o i s  l ' o b j e t  exprim é e t  l 'e x p r e s s i o n  
même, l a  t r a d u c t io n  e t  l 'i n t e r p r é t a t i o n  de c e t  o b je t s  mais quand 
l ' o b j e t  e s t  en tièrem en t, absolum ent l a i d  e t  p l a t ,  on e s t  b ie n  sûr 
a lo r s  que c e  q u 'on  aime dans l 'o e u v r e  d 'a r t ,  c ' e s t  l ' a r t  to u t  s e u l .
L 'a r t  p u r , l ' a r t  suprême, n 'e x i s t e  que s ' i l  s 'e x e r c e  su r  des 
la id e u r s  e t  des p la t it u d e s .  Et v o i l à  p ou rq u o i l e  n a tu ra lis m e ,
l o in  d 'ê t r e ,  comme qu elqu es-un s l e  c r o i e n t ,  un a r t  g r o s s i e r ,  e s t  
un a r t  a r i s t o c r a t iq u e ,  un a r t  de m andarins é g o ïs t e B , l e  com ble 
de l ' a r t ,  —  ou de l ' a r t i f i c i e l . '
J .  L e m a itre , Les C ontem crains. 1 ère  s é r i e ,  14th  e d . ,  1890 , p.317>
6 7 . V a lé r y , 'M auvaises pensées e t  a u t r e s ' ,  quoted  by P . Hamon,
'Un d is c o u r s  c o n t r a in t '.  P o é t iq u e . 1 6 , 1973«
E lse w h e re , V a léry  comments: 'Huysmans a  p ré p a ré , sans s 'e n  
d o u t e r , l a  transm utation  du n a tu ra lism e  en sym bolism e, conséquence 
f a t a le  d 'u n  t r a v a i l  de s t y le  p ou ssé  à  l 'e x t r ê m e ,  d 'u n e  s o r te  de 
m a jo ra tio n  systém atique de l 'e x p r e s s i o n .  On a r r iv e  fa ta le m e n t 
lo r s q u 'o n  ch erch e  avec o b s t in a t io n  a  ren d re  l e  r é e l . a  abuser des 
v a le u rs  e t  des co n tr a s te s  de m ots . La r h é to r iq u e  u l t r a -p i t t o r e s q u e ,  
l 'é p i t h è t e  de p lu s en p lu s f o r t e  ou l o i n t a i n e ,  l e s  im ages de p lu s  
en p lu s  d e n s e s , e t  de p lu s  en p lu s  p a r t i c u l i è r e s ,  t o u t  c e c i  f i n i t  
par tra n s fo rm e r  l a  " v é r i t é "  fo l le m e n t  p o u r s u iv ie  e t  l u i  s u b s t itu e  
l 'e x c i t a t i o n  p o é t iq u e . . .  Je veux d ir e  que l ' é c l a t  e t  l e  je u  du 
lan gage d e v ie n n e n t l e  p r in c ip a l  i n t é r ê t  des o e u v r e s , aux dépens 
des ch oses  r e p r é s e n té e s . I l  n 'y  a pas l o i n  de ce  mode d 'é c r i r e  
a c e lu i  q u 'a v a i t  conçu M a l la r m é .. . '
Quoted in  P .  L e fè v re , E n tre t ie n s  su r  J . -K .  Huysmans. 1931» p p .3 9 -4 1 .
6 8 . A cc o rd in g  to  S . Ullmann, M anette Salom on i s  'a  n o v e l in  w hich 
even in an im ate  o b je c t s  can be b rou gh t t o  l i f e  and endowed w ith
human c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s .  The o b je c t s  a re  seen  as the r e a l  p r o t a g o n is t s ,  
they are i n  the f o r e f r o n t ,  and the human e lem en t i s  o n ly  in c id e n t a l ly  
m entioned and m erely p ro v id e s  the background o f  the s c e n e . '
S ty le  in  th e  French N ove l, quoted  by M aria E lis a b e th  K ron egger,
L ite r a r y  Im p ress ion ism . New H aven ,1973» p .2 9 .
6 9 . 'Ce q u i  f a i t  des C oncourt l e s  p ré cu rs e u rs  d 'a b o r d  in v o lo n t a ir e s  
du n a tu r a lis m e , c 'e s t  q u ' i l s  se s o n t  v o u lu s  dans le u r  oeuvre 
romanesque l e s  " h is t o r ie n s  des n e r f s "  e t  d 'a b o r d  de le u r  n e r f s :
l a  s u r e x c i t a t io n  nerveuse e t  l 'h y p e r s e n s i b i l i t é  jo u e n t  dans le u r  
a r t  un t e l  r8 1 e , q u ' i l s  c r o ie n t  t r è s  v o l o n t ie r s  aux a f f ir m a t io n s  
de q u e lq u es  m édecins de le u r  temps s e lo n  l e s q u e l l e s  l e  gén ie  
s e r a i t  "u n e  n é v r o s e " : i l s  r e c o n n a is s e n t  en to u t  cas que le u r  
oeuvre " r e p o s e  su r l a  m aladie n e rv e u se ” . '
E . C aram asch i, e d . ,  Germinie L a ce r te u x . N a p le s /P a r is , 1968, p .x i x .
3 6 5
7 0 . 'Ab! c ' é t a i t  par tr o p  em bêtant que de v iv r e  a in s i !  e t  l e s  
p e r s é cu t io n s  de sa  c h a ir  l a  l a i s s è r e n t  san s f o r c e ;  e l l e  a v a i t  
su bitem en t des ch a le u rs  dans l e s  mains e t  aux tem pes, l ' o e i l
se b r o u i l l a i t  par in s t a n t s ,  quand, à l ' a t e l i e r ,  c e s  p a ro le s ^ q u i 
évoquent l 'im a g e  s 'é c h a n g e a ie n t  e n tre  l e s  o u v r iè r e s ,  p u is ,  à 
f o r c e  d 'o b s e r v e r  ce  v i g i l e  je û n e  de l 'a m o u r , l e s  n é v r a lg ie s  l u i  
rom piren t l e  cr& ne; en v a in  e l l e  e s sa y a  de mouches d 'op iu m  su r 
l e  f r o n t ,  de p e r le s  de q u in in e , r i e n  ne r é u s s i t  à  l a  s o u la g e r . '
Les Soeurs V a ta rd . p .5 4 .
7 1 . 'C é l in e ,  l a  g o d a i l le u s e ,  une grande f i l l e  aux yeu x  c l a i r s  e t  
aux cheveux co u le u r  de p a i l l e ,  u n e .s o l id e  g a i l la r d e  d o n t l e  sang 
f o u r m i l l a i t  e t  d a n s a it  dans l e s  v e in e s ,  une grande m&tine q u i 
a v a it  cou ru  aux hommes, dès l e s  p rem iers  f r i s s o n s  de sa  p u b e r t é . '
I b i d . ,  p .1 7 .
7 2 . The C rès é d i t i o n  o f  Les S oeu rs V atard  has tw enty ch a p te rs ; 
ch a p ters  two and e ig h te e n  are  d iv id e d  in t o  tv o  s e c t i o n s .  The 
m.ore r e c e n t  1 0 /1 8  é d i t i o n  (U nion  G én éra le  d 'é d i t i o n s ,  1975) does 
n o t hâve th ese  s u b d iv is io n s  and th e r e fo r e  has tw en ty -tw o  c h a p te r s .
7 3 . J . - P .  V i l c o t ,  'Huysmans e t  l e s  a u t r e s :  je u x  d 'é c r i t u r e ,  jeu x  
de m a s s a cr e ', RSH. 1 7 0 -7 1 , 1978 , p .9 7 .
74 . F la u b e r t , C orresp on d a n ce . 8e s é r i e ,  1930 , F eb .-M arch  1879, p p .224 -5
7 5 . J .  D u b o is , in t r o d u c t io n  to  L 'A ssom m oir. (G arn ier-F lam m arion )
1969, p .2 1 .
76 . M. C r e s s o t , 'L a  Langue de L 'A ssom m oir ' . Le F ra n ça is  m oderne.
8 , 1940, p .2 1 5 .
7 7 . 'L a  c o e x is t e n c e  des deux ton s  p ro d u it  même des e f f e t s  b iz a r r e s  
quand l e s  mots g r o s s ie r s  sem blen t p la q u és  su r  une p ro se  r a f f in é e  
" f i n  de s i è c l e " :
"La p iè c e  lu gu bre  où c e t t e  p a ire  de s o û la rd s  m e tta ie n t  l 'h o r r e u r  
blême de le u r  h é b é te m e n t ." '
'On v o i t . . .  à q u el p o in t  Z o la  e s t  engagé dans l e s  r e c h e rc h e s  
s t y l i s t i q u e s  de son  ép oqu e . I l  em p lo ie  p aradoxa lem en t dans une 
oeuvre n a t u r a l is t e  tou s l e s  p ro cé d é s  de 1 'é c r i t u r e  a r t i s t e  de 
l 'im p r e s s io n n is m e , y  com pris  l a  p r é c i o s i t é  du la n g a g e . '
J . -L .  V i s s i è r e ,  'L 'A r t  de l a  phrase  dans L 'A ssom m oir ' . Les C ah iers 
n a t u r a l i s t e s . 1 1 , 1958, p .4 6 1 , p .4 6 2 .
78 . C re s s o t  rem arks: ' l a  v r a ie  f ig u r e  de l a  lan gu e p o p u la ire  e t  
sans d oute  de to u t  p a r le r  r é s id e  dans des e x p r e s s io n s  e t  dans des 
m étaphores p lu tû t  que dans d es m o t s . ' 0 p . c i t . ,  p .2 1 0 .
V is s iè r e  o b s e r v e s , how ever: 'à  l a  l e c t u r e  d 'u n e  page des 
C on cou rt ou de Huysmans, même l e s  mots v u lg a ir e s  qu i parsèm ent 
c e t t e  p rose  t r a v a i l l é e  donnent une im p re ss io n  d ' a r t i f i c i e l . '
0p . c i t . ,  p .4 5 5 .
7 9 . Quoted in  BSH, 5 7 , 1971, p p .4 -5 .
On 27 January 1879, Huysmans t e l l s  Hannon h is  f e l l o w —b in d e rs  are 
d is p le a s e d  by Les Soeurs V a ta rd : 'o n  ne comprend pas que moi 
b roch eu r j ' a i e  t r a în e  dans l a  m élasse t o u te s  l e s  bonnes gouges 
de s a t in e u s e s . '
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6 0 . ' Le s p e c ta te u r  s 'e f f a c e  devan t l e  s p e c t a c le  e t ( dans l a  v i l l e
d é v o re u se , ce s o n t  l e s  o b je t s  q u i su ce n t to u te  l 'é n e r g i e  d é ro b é e  
aux 6 t r è s .  ( . . . )  ch es  Huysmans, l e s  temps f o r t s  du roman s o n t  ce s  
s é r i e s  de d e s c r ip t io n s  v u e s , n o n p a r  l e s  person nages n i  mime en 
ra p p o r t  à eu x , m ais p ar r a p p o r t  à  l u i ,  l 'é c r i v a i n ,  f a s c i n é  dans 
s a  f a ib l e s s e  par l a  v i l l e  p r o s t i t u é e . '
M a r ie -C la ire  B an cqu art, 'P a r is  ch e s  Huysmane: une t o t a l i t é  
m anquée ', in  M élanges J .  L od e . 1978 , v o l .  2 ,  p p .7 5 5 -5 6 .
8 1 . 'Une e s th é t iq u e  se  r é v è le  dans c e t t e  p e n s é e . . .  "que l a  
t r i s t e s s e  des g i r o f l é e s  séch a n t dans un p o t ,  l u i  p a r a i s s a i t  p lu s  
in t é r e s s a n te  que l e  s o u r ir e  e n s o l e i l l é  des r o s e s " ,  e t c .
P ou rqu oi? Ni l e s  g i r o f l é e s ,  n i  l e s  r o s e s ,  ne s o n t  in t é r e s s a n t e s  
p ar e lle s -m êm es, i l  n 'y  a d 'in t é r e s s a n t  que l a  m anière de l e s  
p e in d r e . Le Gange n 'e s t  pas p lu s  p o é tiq u e  que l a  B iè v r e , m ais 
l a  B ièvre  ne l ' e s t  pas p lu s  que l e  Gange. Prenez g a rd e , n o u s  
a l l o n s  re tom b er , comme au temps de l a  tr a g é d ie  c l a s s iq u e ,  dans 
l 'a r i s t o c r a t i e  d es  s u je t s  e t  dans l a  p r é c i o s i t é  des m ots . On 
tro u v e ra  que l e s  e x p r e s s io n s  c a n a i l l e s  f o n t  bon e f f e t  dans l e  
s t y l e ,  to u t  comme a u t r e f o i s  on vou s 1 'e n j o l i v a i t  avec des term es 
c h o i s i s .  La r h é to r iq u e  e s t  r e to u r n é e , m ais c ' e s t  t o u jo u r s  de 
l a  r h é t o r iq u e . ' F la u b e r t , C orresp ondance - o p . c i t . ,  F e b .—March 
1679 , p .2 2 5 . (T o a n oth er  c o r re s p o n d e n t , F la u b e rt  s im p ly  d e s c r ib e s  
Les Soeurs V atard  as 'a b o m in a b le ',  14 March 1879, p.231*)
F la u b ert l ik e w is e  c o n s id e r e d  Z o la  in  L 'Assom m oir to  be 
'une p ré c ie u se  à l ' i n v e r s e ' .  ^(Q uoted in  P . P ia . R om a n ciers . 
p o è t e s ,  e s s a y is t e s  du XIXe s i è c l e . 1971, p .2 7 6 . )
8 2 . Huysmans' s t y l e  'c a n  be co n s id e r e d  a  s o r t  o f  v i o l e n t  s e a s o n in g , 
a peppery sauce w ith o u t  w hich  the m éat, the s u b je c t  m a tter o f  h is  
n o v e l s ,  vou ld  hâve been unendurably  t a s t e le s s  and u n a p p e t iz in g . '
F .V .J .  Hemmings, The Age o f  R ealism  ,1 9 7 4 , p .2 0 3 .
8 3 . 'Le r é e l  e s t  r é p u té  se  s u f f i r e  à lu i-m êm e. . .  i l  e s t  a s s e z  
f o r t  pour dém en tir to u te  id é e  de " f o n c t i o n " . . .  son é n o n c ia t io n  
n 'a  nul b eso in  d 'ê t r e  in t é g r é  dans une s t r u c t u r e . . .  l ' a v o i r - é t é - l a  
d es  ch oses  e s t  un p r in c ip e  s u f f i s a n t  de l a  p a r o l e . '
C oncrète d e t a i l s  'n e  d is e n t  fin a le m e n t r ie n  d 'a u t r e  que c e c i :  
nous sommes l e  r é e l : c ' e s t  l a  c a t é g o r ie  du " r é e l "  ( . . . )  q u i  e s t  
a lo r s  s i g n i f i é e ;  autrem ent d i t ,  l a  ca ren ce  même du s i g n i f i é  au 
p r o f i t  du seu l r é f é r e n t  d e v ie n t  l e  s i g n i f i a n t  même du r é a l is m e : 
i l  se p ro d u it  un e f f e t  de r é e l . . . '
R . B arth es, 'L 'E f f e t  de r e e l ' .  C om m unications. 11 , 1968, p .8 8 .
8 4 . O bserving th a t  F la u b e r t  rev ork ed  a d e s c r ip t io n  o f  Rouen in  
Madame Bovary s i x  t im e s , B arthes comments: ' l e  t i s s u  d e s c r i p t i f ,  
q u i semble a p rem ière  vue a c c o r d e r  une grande im portance (p a r  sa  
d im en sion , l e  s o in  de son  d é t a i l )  à  l ' o b j e t  Rouen n 'e s t  en  f a i t  
qu 'u n e  s o r te  de fon d  d e s t in é  à r e c e v o i r  l e s  joy a u x  de q u e lq u e s  
m étaphores r a r e s ,  l 'e x c i p i e n t  n e u tr e , p ro s a ïq u e , qu i e n ro b e  la  
p ré c ie u s e  su bstan ce  sy m b o liq u e , comme s i ,  dans Rouen, im p o r ta ie n t  
s e u le s  l e s  f ig u r e s  de r h é to r iq u e  a u x q u e lle s  l a  vue de l a  v i l l e  
se  p r ê t e . . . '  I b i d . ,  p .8 6 .
8 5 . L . B e rsa n i, B a lza c  to  B e ck e t t . New Y ork , 1970 , p .157
8 6 . I b i d . ,  p .1 8 2 .
8 7 . I b i d . ,  p .1 8 4 .
i|
8 8 . E. Eennequin, Q uelques é c r iv a i n s  fr a n c h ib . 1890, p .194>
8 9 . C.A* B urns, p r e fa c e  to  One b e l l e  jo u r n é e . Geneva, 1970 , p . x i i l .
In  a s im i la r  way, J .H . M atthews in  • Things in  the N a tu r a l is t
N o v e l ' ( French S t u d ie s . 14 , I9 6 0 )  takes the view  th a t d e s c r ip t io n  
o f  o b je c t s  i s  p r in c ip a l l y  an 'o b l i q u e  method o f  c h a r a c t e r is a t io n *
(p .2 1 3 )>  T h is i s  c e r t a in ly  tru e  up  to  a  p o in t ; an e x c e l l e n t  
exam ple m ight be M au passan t's  s t o r y  'Q ui s a i t ? ' ,  where the 
n a r r a to r , an e c c e n t r i c  r e c lu s e ,  h a s  p ro te c te d  and p r o je c t e d  
h is  id e n t i t y  in  the fu r n is h in g s  and o b je t s  d 'a r t  o f  h is  h ou se , 
o n ly  to  have the s e c u r i t y  o f  b o th  home and s e l f  exp lod ed  when 
a l l  the o b je c t s  in  the house s u d d e n ly  take on a l i f e  o f  t h e i r  
own and rush  o u t  in t o  the o u t s id e  w o r ld , abandoning him . But 
t h is  case a ga in  s u g g e s ts  the l im i t a t i o n s  o f  s im ply su b o rd in a t in g  
d e s c r ip t io n  to  c h a r a c te r  as a  s o r t  o f  v e r s io n  o f  the p a t h e t ic  
f a l l a c y  w r it  la r g e .  On the c o n t r a r y ,  here i t  i s  the s u b je c t  
w hich has sunendered t o  the w o r ld  and i t s  o b je c t s ,  to  the 
h aunting t e r r o r s  o f  o u ts id e  f o r c e s .
9 0 .  - Une b e l l e  jo u r n é e . p .x v .
9 1 . As D e ffou x  and Z av ie  rem ark in  Le Groupe de Medan (1 9 2 0 ) ,
' i l  p le u t  beaucoup dans l e s  rom ans n a t u r a l is t e s ' ( p .1 6 ) . P a r t ly  
b eca u se , p erh ap s , the n a t u r a l i s t s  ’ eu ren t l ' i v r e s s e  de l 'é c r i t u r e  
t r i s t e '  ( p .1 5 0 ) ;  but m ain ly b e ca u se  the ra in storm  seems to  have 
become a d e s c r ip t iv e  com m onplace, w ith  authors s t r i v in g  to  ou td o  
one another in  im p r e s s io n is t ic  e f f e c t s ,  as the a n th o logy  o f  such 
s e t p ie c e s  in  D e ffo u x 's  Le N atu ra lism e (1929 ) shows.
9 2 . ' l l  e s t  f&cheux d ’ abord  que nous n ' ayons^pu changer ce  mot 
"rom an ", q u i ne s i g n i f i e  p lu s  r i e n ,  a p p liq u é  à nos oeu vres 
n a t u r a l i s t e s .  Ce mot e n tra în e  une id é e  de c o n te , d 'a f f a b u l a t i o n ,  
de f a n t a i s i e ,  qui ju r e  s in g u liè r e m e n t  avec l e s  p ro cè s -v e rb a u x  
que nous d r e s s o n s . ' Z o la , 'Du r o m a n ', Le Roman e x p é r im e n ta l. X ,1 2 9 7 .
9 3 . 'S i  1 'Assom m oir e t  l a  T e rre  so n t s i  som bres, c ' e s t  que Z o la  
ne s a i t  comment f a i r e  v iv r e  se s  hommes e t  ses  femmes su r le u r s  
m ob iles  in t é r ie u r s  norm aux, e t  e s t  o b l ig é  pour a v o ir  une h i s t o i r e  
à ra c o n te r  de m ettre à  l ' i n t é r i e u r  de ses  m a rion ettes  l e  r e s s o r t  
du c r im e . ' D. S a u ra t , 'É m ile  Z o l a ' ,  Les M arges. 9 , 1930, p .1 6 .
9 4 . F . G a i l la r d ,  'Q u elq u es  rem arques su r l a  te m p o ra lité  dans l e  
roman n a t u r a l i s t e ' ,  RSH. 160 , 1 9 7 5 , p .555*
95» U n s u cce s s fu lly  t r y in g  to  f i n i s h  a w a te rco lo u r , J u le s  de 
G oncourt w rote  a d e s c r ip t io n  o f  what he was t r y in g  to  p a in t .
'And th is  h ig h ly  s i g n i f i c a n t  t r a n s p o s i t io n  marks n o t  o n ly  the 
in c e p t io n  o f  the G o n e o u rts ' l i t e r a r y  ca re e r  but the e x p la n a t io n  
o f  t h e ir  l i t e r a r y  m ethod. I t  i s  ( . . . )  an e s s e n t ia l ly  p l a s t i c  
and ch rom atic approach  to  the u s e  o f  w ords, and i t  le a d s  t o  the 
c u l t  o f  the word p ic t u r e  a t  the expense o f  n a r ra t iv e  o r  argument 
o r  even c o n t i n u i t y . '  A n ita  B ro o k n e r , The Genius o f  the F u tu re .
London/New Y ork , 1971 , p .1 2 6 .
The abbé Mugnier d e s c r ib e s  Huysmans' re c o rd in g  o f  m inutiae 
in  a n otebook  as a c o n s ta n t  p re o c c u p a t io n  and a c t i v i t y .  See 
F . L e fè v r e , o p . c i t . ,  p p .5 1 -5 2 .
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9 6 . A cc o rd in g  to  M.E. K ron egger , 'The p e r c e iv e d  w orld  f o r  the 
in p r e s e io n is t s  i s  n e it h e r  a  sun o f  o b j e c t s ,  the s o l i d  r e a l i t y  o f  
m a tter , th e  brute r e a l i t y  o f  an inhuman w o r ld  d iv o r c e d  from  the 
s u b je c t ,  i n  the t r a d it io n  o f  r e a l i s t s  and n a t u r a l i s t s ,  n o r  i s  i t  
a symbol o f  a hidden r e a l i t y ,  a r e p r e s e n t a t io n  o f  b oth  id e a  and 
the u n seen , the em bod^ n en t and r e v e la t i o n  o f  the i n f i n i t e ,  in  
the t r a d i t i o n  o f  s y m b o lis t  w r i t e r s . '  F or  the im p r e s s io n is t s  
'R e a l i t y  i s  a s y n th e s is  o f  pure s e n s a t io n s ,  m odulated by c o n s c io u s ­
n ess and changed in t o  im p r e s s io n s . ' Op. c i t . ,  p .3 6 .
For Ruth M oser, 'L 'im p re ss io n n ism e  t r a d u it  en p e in tu re  des 
s e n s a t io n s  de to u t  o r d r e , s e n s a t io n s  de c o u le u r s ,  de fo rm e s , de 
lu m in o s it é ,  d 'om bre , mais a u s s i de f r a î c h e u r ,  d 'h u m id ité , de 
ch a le u r  ou  de f r o i d . '  L 'Im p ress ion n ism e f r a n ç a i s . C e n e v a /L i l le ,  
1952, p .6 0 .
9 7 . B .A . H a tz fe ld , 'D is c u s s io n  su r l e  n a tu ra lism e  f r a n ç a i s ' ,  
S tu d ie s  i n  P h i lo lo g y . 3 9 , O c t . 1942, p .7 2 6 .
9 8 . H .A . H a tz fe ld , L ite r a tu r e  through A r t . New Y ork , 1 95 2 , p .1 7 0 .
99« 'L a  q u a l i t é  s e n s ib le  e s t  devenue un a b s o lu  qu i se d é ta ch e  de 
son s u p p o r t , de l ' o b j e t ,  pour mener une v i e  in d ép en d a n te , to u te  
s o u v e r a in e . ' R. M oser, o p . c i t . ,  p .103>
100. A. B u is in e , op . c i t .
101. F . G a i l la r d ,  op . c i t . ,  p .5 6 3 .
102. I b i d . ,  p .5 6 4 .
103 . In  Les R ougon-M acouart. 'L e  roman se  s i t u e  presque h o rs  du 
temps h is t o r iq u e ,  dans l e  monde du " lo n g te m p s " , du " d é j à " .  Z o la  
a r r iv e  à a l lo n g e r  l a  d u ré e , à f a i r e  s e n t i r  l e  p o id s  de l ' i n s t a n t  
e t  de l 'a t t e n t e  ju s q u 'à  une s o r t e  de v e r t i g e ,  ou à d on n er , par une 
co m p o s it io n  cy c l iq u e  e t  des r e p r i s e s ,  l 'im p r e s s io n  d 'u n  é t e r n e l  
recommencement de to u te s  c h o s e s . '  C . B e ck e r , o p . c i t . ,  p .1 2 4 .
104. J .  Onimus, 'L 'E x p r e s s io n  du temps dans l e  roman co n te m p o r a in ', 
Revue de l i t t é r a t u r e  com parée. 3 , J u ly -S e p t .  1954, p .2 9 9 .
105. J .  D u b o is , Rom anciers f r a n ç a is  de l 'i n s t a n t a n é  au XIXe s i è c l e . 
B r u s s e ls , 1963, p .2 2 .
106 . I b i d . ,  p .2 2 .
107 . L e t t e r  o f  8 J u ly  1888, quoted  in  BSH. 5 7 , 1971, p .9 »
108 . A cco rd in g  to  D .A . W illia m s , L 'é d u c a t io n  se n tim e n ta le  
d e l i b e r a t e ly  dédram atisés B a lza c ia n  them es, both  in  term s o f  
ch a r a c te r  (F r é d é r ic 's  la c k  o f  e n e rg y ) o r  e v e n t  ( th e  g ro te s q u e  
du el s c e n e ) ,  and 't h e r e  i s  no s u g g e s t io n  o f  some la r g e r  co sm ic  
drama w h ich  would h e ig h ten  the s ig n i f i c a n c e  o f  the e v e n ts  r e c o r d e d . ' 
The M on ster in  the M ir r o r . 1978, p . 8 3 .
109 . 'A u x en v iron s  de 1880, se  p r é c is e  ( . . . )  une s o r t e  de Jansénism e 
de l 'A r t j  un rêve  hante l e s  cervea u x  c r é a t e u r s ,  l e  rêv e  d 'u n e  p e r fe c ­
t io n  a r i d e ,  a s c é t iq u e ! l ' i d é e  d 'u n  roman ou i l  ne se p a s s e r a it  r i e n ,  
où i l  n 'a r r i v e r a i t  r i e n ,  d 'u n e  oeu vre  b la n ch e  qui ne s 'a cco m m o d e ra it
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mfime p lu s  du nom de roman s t  ns se  s o u m e ttra it  à  aucune d es  
c a t e g o r ie s  t r a d i t i o n n e l l e s . . . '  A. V ia l ,  Guy de Maucaepnn± »t. 
l ' a r t  du rom an. 1954. p .3 2 .
110 . Une b e l l e  jo u r n é e , p .338*
111 . F . B o is s in ,  'Rom ans, c o n te s  e t  n o u v e l l e s ',  P o lv b ib l i o n  
l i t t é r a i r e . 1 2 , 1880.
112. In  the G o n co u rts ' n o v e ls ,  'L a  v ie  in t é r ie u r e  du person nage
Be p u lv é r is e  en de menues s e n s a t io n s  qui form en t une nuée f l o t t a n t e  
e n tre  l 'u n i v e r s  e x t é r ie u r  e t  l e  mol p ro fon d  du h é r o s . '
R . R ic a t t e ,  o p . c i t . ,  p .4 5 8 .
113 . F .V .J . He minings, The Age o f  R ea lism . 1 97 4 , p .2 0 4 .
114. F . Brune t i e r s .  Le Roman n a t u r a l i s t e . 1896 .
J . Barbey d 'A u r e v i l l y ,  Le Roman con tem pora in . 1902 .
115* J .  S a n g er , 'A  p rop os des Soeurs V ata rd : approch e s o c i o -  
l i n g u i s t i q u e ' ,  BSE, 62 , 1974, p .2 3 .
116 . In  S oeu r Philom ène ( I 8 6 1 ) ,  the G on courts see  c l a s s  b a r r ie r s  
in  even more r i g i d  term s. The orphan M arie G aucher i s  b ro u g h t up 
in  a b o u rg e o is  h ou seh old  where h er aunt i s  a s e rv a n t  and a cq u ire s  
a ' s e n s i b i l i t é  s u p é r ie u r e ' to  h e r  c l a s s .  Eer aunt 's e  p r e n a it  à 
a d orer p resqu e resp ectu eu sem en t l a  p e t i t e  comme un e n fa n t  d 'u n  
autre  sang que l e  s ie n ,  e t  né pour une a u tre  p o s i t i o n  que l a  
s ie n n e ';  the s o c i e t y  o f  s e rv a n ts  i s  'un monde à  l e v e r  l e  c o e u r '.
(Q uoted from  F lam m arion /F asqu elle  e d i t i o n ,  1922 , p .7 4 ,  p p .1 5 -1 6 , p . 69 . )
117. 'L 'é c r i v a i n  a  to u jo u r s  r e fu s é  de se l a i s s e r  e n ré g im e n te r , 
de s 'e n fe rm e r  dans une d o c t r in e  ou une é c o l e .  ( . . . )  I l  r e f u s e ,  
de même, de se  p l i e r  à un s t y l e ,  q u ' i l  s o i t  " n a t u r a l i s t e "  ou 
" a r t i s t e " . '  L . F o r e s t ie r ,  in t r o d u c t io n  to  M aupassant, C on tes e t  
n o u v e l le s . (P lé ia d e )  1974, I ,x x x .
118. B a u d e la ir e , Mon co e u r  mis à nu . Oeuvres c o m p lè te s . ( 'L 'I n t é g r a l e ' )
1968 , p . 6 3 7 .
119 . See a l s o  J .  B o r ie ,  Le C é l ib a t a ir e  f r a n ç a i s .  1976.
120. A s i t u a t io n  s im i la r  to  th a t  between B e r th e , André and 
C yprien in  En m énage. In  B el-A m i, the ménage o f  Duroy and 
M adeleine r e v e a ls  the ' l u t t e  in tim e  de deux S t r e s  q u i ,  v iv a n t  
cô te  à c ô t e ,  s 'i g n o r e n t  t o u jo u r s ,  se sou p çon n en t, se  f l a i r e n t ,  
se g u e t t e n t ,  m ais ne se  c o n n a is s e n t  pas ju s q u 'a u  fo n d  va seu x  
de l '& m e . ' M aupassant, Romans. (A lb in  M ich e l) 1975 . p . 5 0 3 .
121. M.G. L e rn e r , M aupassant. 1975» p p .164 - 6 5 .
122 . Commenting on D uroy, J .  B orie  n o te s  ' l 'é t r a n g e  p a s s iv i t é  de 
ce sé d u cte u r  q u i se l a i s s e  c h o i s i r  p lu t ô t  q u ' i l  ne c h o i s i t ,  qu i
ne peut r e n t r e r  en r a p p o r t  a vec  l e s  hommes que par l e  v o l  de le u r s  
femmes, q u i m a in t ie n t  avec c e l l e s - c i  des r e la t i o n s  am biguës d on t 
la  b r u t a l i t é  app aren te  cache mal l 'a b j e c t e  dépendance ou e l l e s  l e  
m a in t ie n n e n t . ' 0 p . c i t . ,  p .3 2 .
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123« M aupassant, C on tes e t  n o u v e l le » . (P lé ia d e )  1979 . 1 1 ^ 7 6 5 .
B .-P .  C o lin  commente on M aupassant« 'L 'é r o t is m e  de l 'é c r i v a i n  
c& to ie  constamment l e  rem ords« l 'a c t e  se x u e l n 'e s t  jam ais  q u 'u n e  
ch u te , une so u m iss ion  aux i n s t i n c t s .  S eu l l ' i n t e l l e c t  p e u t  
r a ch e te r  c e t t e  d é g r a d a t io n , non p o in t  en b r id a n t l e s  é l a n s ,  mais 
en en p ro lo n g e a n t au c o n t r a ir e  l 'a g r é m e n t  par l a  r e c h e rc h e  de 
moyens que l a  n a tu re  ne c o n n a ît  p a s .
En revan ch e ,^ d a n s l a  fé c o n d a t io n ,  l a  g r o s s e s s e  ou l 'a c c o u c h e m e n t  
l e  rom an cier d é c è le  l 'h o r r e u r  d 'u n e  con n iven ce  a v e c  l a  V o l o n t é . . . '  
But Maupassant r e s p e c t s  the woman who has esca ped  'c e t t e  f a t a l i t é  
b io lo g iq u e  pour n 'S t r e  p lu s  q u 'u n  in stru m en t d 'am our r a f f i n é ,  ou 
mime dans l e  m e i l le u r  d es c a s , une co m p lice  p e r v e r s e . '  0 p .  c i t . ,  
p p . 199  4  201 .
124 . Buysmans w r it e s  t o  Hannon on 23 A ugust 1877* ' l ' o n  d i r a  que 
nous m éprisons l e s  femmes! quand nous passons n o t r e  temps a  pen ser 
à e l l e s  e t  à e s s a y e r  de l e s  r e p r o d u ir e ! ' D early  a l l  the C o n c o u r t » ' 
n o v e ls ,  o f  c o u r s e , a re  abou t women, as the t i t l e s  show.
125. L iv in g  t o g e t h e r , t r a n s la te d  by J .V .G . S a n d ifo r d - P e l l e ,
(F ortun e P re ss ) 1 96 9 .
126. A le x i s '  s t o r y  'L e  C o l la g e ' (1 8 8 3 ) owes a l o t  to  En m énage.
A more famous stu dy  o f  a 'c o l l a g e '  and i t s  d e s t r u c t iv e  ou tcom e 
i s  A lphonse B a u d e t 's n o v e l Sanho (1 8 8 4 ) .
127. 'Un roman e x p é r im e n ta l, La C ousine B ette  par. e x e m p le , e s t  
sim plem ent l e  p r o c e s -v e r b a l  de 1 'e x p e r ie n c e ,  que l e  ro m a n c ie r  
ré p é té  sous l e s  yeux du p u b l i c . '  Z o la , 'L e  Roman e x p é r im e n t a l ',  
X .11 7 9 .
128. W rit in g  to  C o n cou rt abou t La Maison d 'u n  a r t i s t e . Huysmans 
ob serves  ^un in tim ism e d é l i c i e u x  qu i emeut e t  f a i t  p a s s e r  un doux 
f r i s s o n ,  à l a  l e c t u r e  de c e r t a in e s  p a g e s . ' And in  d e p r e s s io n  he 
p r e fe r s  G o n c o u r t 's  n o v e l s ,  ' c a r ,  s e u ls ,  i l s  d égagen t l e s  in t im e s  
m é la n co lie s  de l 'e x i s t e n c e . '  L e t t r e s  in é d i t e s  a Edmond de  C o n co u rt . 
15 March 1881, p .6 6 ,  p .'68 .
129« 'Un des gran ds d é fa u ts  d es  l i v r e s  de M. Huysmans, c ' e s t ,  s e lo n  
m oi, l e  type un ique q u i t i e n t  l a  co rd e  dans chacune de s e s  o e u v r e s . .  
E t t r è s  évidemment c e t t e  person ne e s t  M. Huysmans, c e la  s e  s e n t . . . '  
'J . - K .  H uysm ans', in  En m arge. 1927 , p .5 7 .
130. He w r ite s  t o  Hannon on 12 November 1877« ' J ' a i  avec c e l a  des 
embStements de femme, une an cien n e  e t  charmante amie d 'a i l l e u r s ,  
o u v r iè re  m od iste  q u i s 'e s t  m ise à  ma p is t e  pour me r e t r o u v e r  -  ce 
qui m 'embete f o r t  -  c a r  j e  n 'a i  p lu s  l e  temps e t  l e s  i l l u s i o n s  
n é c e s s a ir e s  pour r e f i l e r  l e  p a r f a i t  amour -  Ma ch a n d e lle  e s t  
m orte , i l  me fa u t  d es  s o u f f l e s  fra n g ip a n é s  de femmes p lu s  que 
p e rv e rse s  pour l a  ra llu m e r ! ' But by 20 November, he has succum bed« 
'e n f in  -  j ' y  a i  au m oins gagné q u e lqu es  j o l i s  c o in s  que j e  f e r a i
un de ce s  jo u r s ,  ça  me donnera q u e lq u es  bonnes pages que j ' e n t r e ­
p ren d ra i e t  vou s e n v e r r a i  dès que j e  s e r a i  s o r t i  des f i l l e s  V a ta r d . '
See a ls o  R . B a ld ic k , La V ie  de J . -K .  Huysmans. p a r t  o n e ,  
ch a p ter  se v e n , 'L e  P e s s im is t e '.
131 . C. Jenk in s s e e s  F la u b e r t 's  i r o n i c  underm ining o f  F r é d é r ic  
as b e in g  u lt im a t e ly  s e l f - i n d u l g e n t  —  because he i s  in  a se n se  
i r o n is in g  h im s e l f .  'F la u b e r t ' in  French L ite r a tu r e  and i t s  
Background« the l a t e  19th  c e n tu r y , e d . J .  C ru ickshan k , 1973»
1956
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132. 'L e  h é ro s  n a t u r a l is t e  e s t  v e u le :  i l  s u b i t  l a  T ie {  i l  se  l a i s s e  
g l i s s e r  dans l a  d é g ra d a tio n , dan s l 'a l c o o l i s m e ,  dans l a  p r o s t i t u t i o n ,  
dans l a  s a l e t é ,  dans l ' o i s i v e t é ;  i l  n 'e s s a i e  pas de prendre en main 
son d e s t in ,  o u , s ' i l  e s s a ie ,  comme l a  G erva ise  de 1 »awartminni-r. 
honnête e t  brave au d ébu t du rom an, l e s  c ir c o n s t a n c e s  e x t é r ie u r e s  
on t v i t e  r a is o n  de ce s  v e l l é i t é s . '  M ich e lin e  T ison -B ra u n , La C r is e  
de 1 'hum anism e. 1958» v o l .  1 , p .1 4 .
133 . E . C o p p e lio , 'L a  V ie  b ê t e ' ,  G ll  B la s . 2 A p r il  1881.
134 . E . de C on cou rt , J o u r n a l, 27 F eb . 1881, X I I , 105 .
135« 'Chouya a d e r r iè r e  l u i  p lu s ie u r s  volum est l e  C r a c h o ir .
J o sé p h in e , l e s  Soeurs L io n n e t . ( . . . )
Bans to u t  l e  roman des S o e u rs  Lionne t . on n 'a  vu que l e s  
fam euses " c r o t t e s  de c h ie n ” , q u i  se  tr o u v a ie n t  aux 2 e , 3 s , 5 « ,  6 e ,  1 5 s , 
21e^ 33®, 6 2 e ,1 0 2 e , 147®, e t  211e p a g e s . Pas un c r i t iq u e  n 'e s t  
a l l é  p lu s  l o i n ,  e t  tous se s o n t  r é p é t é s .  ( . . . )
V o i c i  En om nibus, l a  d e r n iè r e  oeuvre du jeu n e  rom a n cier .?
As f o r  Z o la : 'P h ysiqu em en t, i l  a trou v é  l a  quadrature du 
c e r c l e :  c ' e s t  sa  t ê t e ,  un from age de H ollan de in c r u s t é  dans une 
p ie r r e  de t a i l l e . '
A . S c h o l l ,  'Chouya e t  B o u lo u ',  L 'évén em en t. 17 A p r il  1881.
1 3 6 . O .R . Morgan, 'L éon  Hennique and the d is in t e g r a t io n  o f  
N a tu r a lis a i ',  Nottingham  French S t u d ie s . I ,  2 , O c t . 1962, p .2 7 .
137. L . H ennique, Beux n o u v e l l e s . B r u s s e ls , 1881, p .4 9 .
138. ' I l  a t t e n d a it  l a  t ê te  de son  b o t h r io c é p h a le , l e  f r o n t  v id e ,  
l ' o e i l  f i é v r e u x .  T e l l e s ,  a p rè s  un g ro s  tem ps, lo r s q u e  l a  h ou le  
moutonne e n c o r e , l e s  femmes de p êch eu rs  c o n s u lt e n t  l 'h o r i z o n . '
I b i d . ,  p .1 3 1 .
139. M. T o u rn ie r , Le V ent P a r a d e  t . 1977, p .2 5 7 .
140. 'L e s  r a r e s  repas de q u a l i t é  p e in ts  dans l 'o e u v r e  de Huysmans 
(dans En Ménage e t  L a -B as) on t to u s  en commun l a  p résen ce  d i s c r è t e  
e t  a t t e n t iv e  d 'u n e  femme qui s a i t  a p p rê te r  l e s  mets e t  l e  c a r a c t è r e  
d 'a b r i  des l i e u x  où on l e s  con som m e.' R . -P .  C o l in , 'Huysmans e t  
l e s  s a lu t s  du "v ie u x  g a r ç o n " ',  i n  La Femme au XIXe s i è c l e , e d .
R. B e l l e t ,  Lyon, 1978, p .1 1 5 .
141. A . B re to n , A n th o lo g ie  de l 'h u m ou r n o i r . 1940.
J .H . Matthews n o te s  th a t ' t h e  N a tu r a lis te  seem t o  hâve shared  
a g i f t  f o r  p e r c e iv in g  an in v e r t e d  p o e t r y , a p o é s ie  n o i r e , b e a r in g  
the same r e la t io n s h ip  t o  p o e tr y  aB André B r e to n 's  humour n o ir  to  
hum our.' Op. c i t . ,  p .2 1 2 .
142 . P . Hamon, 'Q u 'e s t - c e  q u 'u n e  d e s c r i p t i o n ? ' .  P o é t iq u e . 12 ,
1972, p . 467 .
143« ' . . . V o u s  v e r r ie z  dans S ten d h a l un c e r t a in  sentim ent^de 
l 'a l t i t u d e  se  l i a n t  à l a  v ie  s p i r i t u e l l e :  l e  l i e u  é le v é  où 
J u lie n  S o r e l  e s t  p r is o n n ie r ,  l a  tour^au haut de la q u e l le  e s t  
en ferm é F a b r ic e ,  l e  c lo c h e r  où l 'a b b é  B lanes s 'o c c u p e  d 'a s t r o l o g i e  
e t  d 'o ù  F a b r ice  j e t t e  un s i  beau  coup d ' o e i l . '  P ro u st ,
La P r is o n n iè r e . quoted in  S te n d h a l , Romans. ( 'L 'I n t é g r a l e ' )
1969, 1 ,3 0 1 , n .9 2 .
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In  the open in g  ch apter o f  La C urée. a  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  the B ois  
de B oulogne i s  b lu n t ly  fo llo w e d  by the s ta tem en t th a t  Renee lo o k s  
a t  t h i s  scene 'sa n s  v o i r ' .
1 4 4 . E x p lo ra t io n s  com parable perhaps t o  th ose  o f  B a u d e la ir e 's  
'f l f t n e u r ' who 'g o e s  b o ta n iz in g  on the a s p h a l t ' .  (V . B en jam in ,
C h a r le s  B a u d e la ire : a L y r ic  P oet in  the E ra o f  High C a p ita lis m .
1973, P.36.)
143« 'Un m o b il ie r  l u i  é t a i t  ami ou en n em i. Un v i l a i n  v e r r e  l e  
d é g o û t a it  d 'u n  bon v in .  Une nuance, une fo rm e , l a  c o u le u r  d 'u n  
p a p ie r ,  l ' é t o f f e  d 'u n  meuble l e  to u c h a ie n t  agréablem en t ou 
d ésa gréab lem en t, e t  fa i s a ie n t  p a sse r  l e s  d is p o s i t io n s  de son 
humeur par l e s  m ille  m odulations de s e s  im p r e s s io n s . '
C h a r les  D em a llly . quoted in  Joan Yvonne D a n çe lz e r , La D e s c r ip t io n  
du m ilie u  dans l e  roman fr a n ç a is  de B a lz a c  a Z o la . 1938» p .9 .
1 4 6 . H. J u in , p re fa ce  to  En ménage/A v a u - l 'e a u . (U nion G énérale  
d 'É d i t i o n s )  1975, p .1 4 .
147» These sch oo ld a y  m ise r ie s  m ight be com pared w ith  the p ic tu r e  
g iv e n  in  V a l l e s 's  L 'E n fa n t. And l ik e  V in g tr a s  in  Le B a c h e l ie r .
André con c lu d es  th a t h is  d iplom a makes him unem ployable ( En ménage. p.501
1 4 8 . B a u d e la ire , op . c i t . ,  p .2 7 7 .
1 4 9 . A. T h é r iv e , ' En ménage1. V ie n t de p a r a î t r e . N ov. 1928 , p .4 0 6 .
1 5 0 . Though Maupassant may r e j e c t  the • w i l l - t o - l i v e ' ,  he does 
commune w ith  nature .in some ways ~  as the op en in g  pages o f  the 
s t o r y  'Amour' b r i l l i a n t l y  r e v e a l ,  where the communion o f  b lo o d  
betw een  the hunter and h is  prey i s  d e s c r ib e d  in  s e m i-m y s t ica l term s.
1 5 1 . V . Brom bert, 'Huysmans e t  l a  th é b a îd e  r a f f i n é e ' .  C r i t iq u e .
3 0 , Mov. 1974. J . - P .  V i l c o t ,  'Bonheur e t  c lô t u r e  ch ez H uysm ans',
BSH, 63 , 1975.
1 5 2 . See n ote  66 above.
153« This usage i s  perhaps l i t t l e  more than a c l i c h é ;  ta lk in g  
o f  a  c h a r a c t e r 's  i l l n e s s ,  A le x is  t e l l s  us 'aucun  rouage de l a  
m achine n 'é t a i t  d é t r a q u é . . . '  Madame K e u r io t . 1891» p .2 4 5 .
1 5 4 . 'Le b o u r g e o is , c ' e s t  à l a  f o i s  l e  m a t é r ia l is t e  <jui ne v i t  
que pour son c o n fo r t  e t  que n 'an im e aucune i l l u s i o n  g e n e re u s e , e t  
l a  v ic t im e  des tabous s o c ia u x , to u r  à t o u r  anim al de p r o i e ,  e x p lo i t e u r  
d es pauvres e t  m édiocre c o n fo r m is t e . ' M. T ison -B ra u n , o p . c i t . ,  p .7 9 .
195« 'Le gén ie  forme avec l e  c é l i b a t  e t  l a  m aladie une t r i n i t é .
A in s i ,  a cce p te r  l a  v ie  c o n ju g a le , c ' e s t  a c c e p t e r  1 ’ a b ê t isse m e n t , 
m ais a u ss i re co u v re r  l a  sa n té , d 'o ù  l a  le ç o n  d 'En Ménage. '
R . - P .  C o lin , 'Huysmans e t  l e s  s a lu te  du "v ie u x  g a r ç o n " ',  o p . c i t . , p . 1 l 6 .
1 5 6 .  D. R oche, 'L 'É c r i t u r e  d 'En Ménage' .  BSH. 7 0 , 1979, p .54
1 5 7 . I b i d . ,  p .4 8 .
NOTES TO CHAPTER THREE
1 . 'H ost c i v i l  se rv a n ts  were n o t  g ra n d . T h e ir  s a l a r i e s  cea sed  
to  be im p re ss iv e  and in  1901 a r t i c l e s  were p u b lis h e d  la m en tin g  
t h e ir  fa t e  as a new p r o l e t a r ia t .  The a verage  s a la r y  in  1900 was 
o n ly  1 ,49 0  f r a n c s ,  h ard ly  equa l to  th a t  o f  a good  l a b o u r e r . '
T . Z e ld in , France 1848-194*). I »  A m b ition . Love and P o l i t i c s .
1973, p .1 2 2 .
In  1876, 5 pe.r ce n t  o f  the a c t iv e  p o p u la t io n  were em ployes : 
in  1911, 9 .3  p e r  c e n t .  'L a  p lu p a r t  (d e s  f o n c t i o n n a ir e s )  s o n t  
is s u s  des m asses p o p u la ir e s , e t  b eau cou p , r e s t a n t  au bas de 
l ' é c h e l l e ,  ne s 'e n  d égageron t ja m a is  t o u t  a f a i t .  Les p e t i t s  
fo n c t io n n a ir e s  s o n t , en e f f e t ,  mal p a y é s . . . '  G. Dupeux, La S o c ié t é  
f r a n ç a is e  1 7 8 9 -1 9 6 0 . 19 6 4 , p . 1 6 9 , p .1 7 4 .
2 . The e a r l i e s t  known d r a ft s  o f  Sac au d o s , e n t i t l e d  'L e  Chant
du d é p a r t ' and 'L a  L é p r o s e r ie ' are  in  the B ib lio th è q u e  de l 'A r s e n a l ,  
Fonds Lambert 1 . C f .  P . W aldner, 'Huysmans e t  l a  g u erre  de 1 8 7 0 ',  
in  C o lloou e  de l a  s o c i é t é  d 'h i s t o i r e  l i t t é r a i r e  de l a  F ra n ce . 1972, 
p .44  n .41  and R. B a ld ick , La V ie  de J , -K .  Huysmans. 1 95 6 , p .4 1 »  p .4 5
3 . L . D escaves in  Huysmans, Oeuvres c o m p lè te s . V ,233«
P. Cogny, re v ie w  o f  M. Bougran in  Les C a h iers  n a t u r a l i s t e s . 2 9 ,
1965» p p .8 1 - 8 3 .
4 .  A .  P a gès , 'L e  Mythe de M édan', Les C a h iers  n a t u r a l i s t e s . 5 5 ,  
1 9 8 1 ,  p . 4 0 .
5 . R . D um esn il, La P u b lic a t io n  des 'S o ir é e s  de M édan '. 1933 , p .2 8 .
6 . C. C h a r le , La C rise  l i t t é r a i r e  à l 'é p o q u e  du n a tu r a lis m e . 1979 ,
p.66.
7 . J .  R ic h e p in , G il B ia s . 21 A p r i l  1880 , qu oted  in  R . D u m esn il, 
o p . c i t . ,  p .1 7 6 .
8 . Huysmans, L e t tr e s  in é d i t e s  à A rl.i P r in B . G eneva, 1 97 7 , 23 
February 1 88 8 , p .1 1 2 .
9* E . H e n r io t , R é a l is t e s  e t  n a t u r a l i s t e s . 195 4 , p .2 8 3 .
10 . I b i d . ,  p .2 8 8 . H en r io t a d d s: 'P o u r  l 'o b s e r v a t i o n  n a t u r a l i s t e ,  
ce  d é t a i l :  du sommet de l 'A r c  de Triom phe, l e  g é n é ra l de cé a rd  v o i t  
à l a  lu n e t t e  sa  m aîtresse p a sse r  l a  S e in e  en b a rq u e , aux a v a n t -p o s te s  
sous S a in t -C lo u d ! ( . . . )  Après l a  b a t a i l l e , de Paul A le x i s ,  n 'e s t  
pas moins t h é â tr a l  e t  moins f a u x . '  As f o r  the grou p  as a w h o le : 
'P a rce  q u ' i l s  p e ig n a ie n t  l 'e x c e p t i o n n e l ,  i l s  s ^ c r o y a ie n t  des 
c l i n i c i e n s ;  p a rce  q u ' i l s  a v a ie n t l ' o e i l  g r o s s i s s a n t ,  i l s  se 
p re n a ie n t p ou r des o b s e r v a te u rs ; pour des e s p r i t s  in d é p e n d a n ts , 
parce  q u ' i l s  m on tra ien t des ch o se s  l a i d e s ;  e t  pour des s a v a n ts , 
parce q u ' i l s  a n n on ça ien t gravem ent des p o n c i f s  au nom d ' un 
s y s tè m e .' ( p p . 2 88 -8 9 )
1 1 . A cc o rd in g  to  F la u b e r t : ' B oule de s u i f  é c r a s e  l e  volum e d on t 
l e  t i t r e  e s t  s t u p i d e ' .  (L e t t e r  t o  M aupassant, A p r il  1880 , q u o t e d .,  
in  M aupassant, C ontes e t  n o u v e l le s . I ,  ( P lé ia d e )  1974, p .1 2 9 7 .)
374
12. To B. A l ia ,  2 O ctob er  1882 , Fonde Lambert 43«
13. P r e v io u s ly , 'L e  s u je t  a v a i t  s e r v i  presque uniquem ent à e x a lt e r  
l 'a r m é e , l a  B evanche, e t  à p rê ch e r  l a  h a in e  p a t r io t iq u e .  I l  peut 
s e r v i r  m aintenant à dénon cer l a  s o c i é t é  qu i a u t o r is e  e t  s a n c t i f i e  
c e t t e  absurde m o n s tru o s ité , l a  g u e r r e . '  C . D igeon , La C r ise  allem ande 
de l a  pensée f r a n ç a is e . 1959i p p .2 6 6 -6 7 .
14 . See A .C . Long, 'Le R81e de l a  gu erre  de 1870 dans s e iz e  con tee  de 
Maupassant e t  Les S o ir é e s  de Médan' .  K .A . t h e s is ,  E x e te r  U n iv e r s ity ,
1977, p .4 ,  p .1 5 .
15 . D igeon , op . c i t . ,  p .2 6 6 .
16 . 'T ou te  l a  prem ière p a r t ie  au m oins de l 'o e u v r e  de Z o la  a t t e s t e  
l a  permanence du rê v e  d 'u n e  i d y l l e  au s e in  de l a  n a tu re  ( . . . )  Toutes 
ces  t e n ta t iv e s  a v o r te n t  e t  to u rn e n t m a l . . . '  J .  B o r ie ,  Z o la  e t  l e s  
m ythes. 1971, p p .2 0 8 -0 9 .
•17. See R . D um esnil, o p . c i t .
18. Quoted by L . D escaves in  Euysmans, Oeuvres c o m p lè te s . 1 ,2 5 1 .
19 . L . B lo y , La Femme p au vre . O eu vres . V I I ,  1972, p .1 4 8 .
The q u o ta tio n  from  B loy  a t  the head o f  th is  ch a p te r  i s  from  
'L es D ern ières  C olonnes de l 'É g l i s e ' ,  O eu vres. IV , 19 6 5 , p .2 6 0 .
In  'L e s  F u n é r a il le s  du n a tu r a lis m e ' ,  B loy  o b s e r v e s : 'Commentant 
d 'a u tr e s  h é la s ! qu i n 'e n  son t^ pas re v e n u s , j ' a i  p r i s  p a r t  a c e t t e  
gu erre  fam euse, in e x p ia b le ,  où l e s  m arcass in s  de l 'A lle m a g n e  
fo u lè r e n t  aux p ie d s  l a  p lu s  gén éreu se  c o n tré e  de l 'O c c i d e n t . '
( O eu vres. I V ,1 0 6 .)
20 . C. Chassé rem arks^of Buysmans' 'p h y s i o lo g i c a l  s t y l e ' :  'P a r f o is  
l a  s c a t o lo g ie  se mêle à ce s  im p re ss io n s  g u s t a t iv e s ,  ca r  l e s  d iv e r s e s  
phases de l a  d ig e s t io n  e t  s u r to u t  l e s  p lu s  rép u gn an tes l ' i n t é r e s s e n t  
au moins autant que l 'a b s o r p t i o n  des m ets . I l  se penche avec 
d é l i c e s  su r le s  d é je c t io n s  des d ia r r h é iq u e s  a l 'h & p i t a l . '
S ty le s  e t  p h y s io lo g ie . 1928, p .1 4 0 .
21 . L e t tre s  In é d ite s  à C am ille  Lem onnier. G e n e v a /P a r is , 1957,
August 1877, p .4 3 .
22 . P. Cogny, e d . ,  Le Huysmans in tim e  de Henry Céard e t  Jean de 
C a ld a in . 1957, p .1 5 9 . Both v e r s io n s  o f  Sac au dos a re  p r in te d  in  
volume one o f  the Oeuvres co m p lè te s , from  which a l l  r e fe r e n c e s  are 
g iv e n .
23 . K. C r e s s o t , 'L es  Deux V e rs io n s  de Sac au d o s ' .  Annales 
U n iv e r s l t a i l s  S a r a v ie n s is . I l l ,  1 /2 ,  1954, p .3 5 .
24 . 'L o in  de r e n fo r c e r  en p a r t i c u l i e r  l a  n ote  a n t im i l i t a r i s t e  e t  
a n t ip a t r i o t ! que, Euysmans a u r a it  p lu tS t  tendance à l 'a t t é n u e r  en 
1 8 8 0 . ' P. V a ld n er , o p . c i t . ,  p .4 5  n .4 0 .
25 . 'L 'id é e  d i r e c t r i c e  du l i v r e :  l a  France de N apoléon  I I I  s 'e s t  
trompée de g u e rre , e l l e  a p r i s  pour une aventure —  r e f r a in s  de 
g o g u e t te , t r o u p ie r s  de t r a d i t i o n ,  m y th o log ie  de l a  v a le u r  n a t io n a le ,  
im p ro v isa t io n  permanente —  une gu erre  q u i ,  en f a i t ,  é t a i t  la
m a n ife s ta t io n  d 'une l o i  de l a  n a tu re  e t  c o r r e s p o n d a it  à l a  
n é c e s s i t e  s c i e n t i f iq u e  de l a  l u t t e  v i t a l e  m ise en lu m ière  par 
D a rw in .' R .A . Jouanny, in t r o d u c t io n  to  La D ébftcle . (G a r n ie r -  
Flam m arion) 1975« p .1 6 .
2 6 . See f o r  example A. B orne, The F a ll  o f  P a r is :  the S ieg e  and 
the Commune. (P en gu in ) 1981.
2 7 . P. W aldner, o p . c i t . , p . 4 0 .  As V a ld n er  o b s e r v e s , Huysmans 
la c k s  the e p ic  im a g in a t io n  n e ce s s a ry  to  p re s e n t  war o r  c r i s i s :  
• tou te  c r e a t io n  pour l u i  e s t  d 'a b o r d  un tém oignage que c o n d it io n n e  
i 'e x p é r ie n c e  l a  p lu s  é t r o ite m e n t  p e r s o n n e l l e . '  ( p .3 4 )  I t  i s  
s i g n i f i c a n t  th a t La Faim was n e v e r  co m p le te d : d e s p ite  h is  documen­
t a t i o n ,  Huysmans la c k e d  the p e rso n a l e x p e r ie n ce  o f  h av in g  l i v e d  
through  the S iege  o f  P a r is .
A ccord in g  to  P. Cogny, ' La Faim n 'é t a i t  ( . . . ) ^ p a s  seu lem en t 
p ou r Huysmans une c o n t r ib u t io n  a l 'h i s t o i r e  du s iè g e  de P a r is ,  vu 
sou s  de p e t i t s  a s p e c t s ,  p lu s  s i g n i f i c a t i f s  dans le u r  s o r d id i t é  
" v é r i s t e "  que le s  r é c i t s  h éro ïq u es  à l a  D audet, c ' é t a i t  l e  
tém oignage d 'une v ic t im e  aimée dont l a  déchéance p e rs o n n e lle  
s ' i n s c r i v a i t  dans l e  d é sa s tre  n a t i o n a l . '  'Un p r o je t  a v o r té  de 
rom an: La Faim de J . —K. Huysmans1, RHLF. S e p t .-O c t .  1979, p p .8 3 6 -3 7
2 8 . Quoted in  R. B a ld ic k , o p . c i t . ,  p .8 6 .
2 9 . C roqu is -p a r is ie n s , p p .1 2 1 -2 4 .
3 0 . C f. n ote  1 a b o v e . F o la n tin  in  f a c t  ea rn s  237 fra n c s  40 a 
m onth, th a t  i s  3 ,0 0 0  fra n c s  a yea r  ( in c lu d in g  d e d u c t io n s ) .  T h is  
was Huysmans' own s a la r y  in  1880; in  1882 he e a rn e d .3 ,30 0  f r a n c s ;  
by 1893, he was e a rn in g  6 ,00 0  f r a n c s .  Both a u th or and c h a r a c te r  
a re  then c o n s id e r a b ly  b e t t e r  p a id  than the fu n c t io n a r ie s  c i t e d  
by Dupeux and Z e ld in .  See M. de P rad e l de Lamase, 'Le Sous—c h e f
J . —K. Huysm ans', BSH. 18 , 1939 and D .G . 'Huysmans C h a r le s , G eorges 
( e x t r a i t s  d 'a r c h i v e s ) ' ,  3 3 -4 4 . 7 , Autumn 1980.
Roughly contem porary treatm en ts o f  the 'p e t i t  f o n c t i o n n a ir e ' 
can be found in  M aupassant's  'L es  Dimanches d 'u n  b o u rg e o is  de P a r is  
and 'En f a m i l l e '  (1 8 8 0  and 1 8 8 1 ), R o d 's  La Chute de M iss Tonsy 
(1 8 8 2 ) ,  and C o u r t e l in e 's  M essieurs l e s  r o n d s -d e -c u ir  (1 8 9 1 -9 2 ) .
3 1 . 'La  v i s io n  e x c r é m e n t ie lle  e s t . . .  e x p r e s s io n  de l ' i n s t i n c t  de 
m o rt: e t  c ' e s t  ju stem en t ce  que G i l l e s  D eleu ze a p p e l le ,  ch ez  Z o la ,  
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e le v e n , he d e s ir e s  to  e s ca p e  th e  'é p u is a n t e s  d é b a u ch e s de l ' e s p r i t  
s 'é t o u r d is s a n t  à  moudre à  v i d e ' ,  p . 1 9 2 .  I n  c h a p t e r  t h i r t e e n ,  ' i l  
l u i  s e m b la it  8 t r e  so u s une c lo c h e  p neum atique ou l e  v id e  se  f a i s a i t  
à  m e s u re ',  p . 2 5 1 .
2 2 .  J .  L o r r a in ,  C o n te s  d 'u n  b u v e u r d ' é t h e r . V e r r i e r s ,  1 9 7 5 .
'J e a n  L o r r a in  notamment p o u r r a it  p a s s e r  comme l e  r e p r é s a n t a n t
l e  p lu s  a c c o m p li de l a  d é c a d e n c e , d ans son s t y l e  de v i e  comme d ans  
son o e u v re , q u i ,  so u s un c e r t a i n  a s p e c t ,  c o n s t it u e  une v u l g a r is a t i o n  
des thèmes d ' A r e b o u r s , m a is , d 'a u t r e  p a r t ,  n ' a  c e s s é  de c é l é b r e r  
l a  ru e  e t  s a  p o é s i e . ' N . D e c a u d in , ' D é f i n i r  l a  d é c a d e n c e ', i n  
L ' E s p r i t  de d é c a d e n c e . 19 8 0 , p . 1 1 .
2 3 .  Quoted by P .  Hamon, 'P o u r  un s t a t u t  s é m io lo g iq u e  du p e r s o n n a g e ',  
P o é tiq u e  du r é c i t . 1 9 7 7 ,  p . 1 7 5  n . 5 5 .
2 4 . B .  B a r t h e s , 'P i e r r e  L o t i !  A z iy a d é ' .  B ouveaux e s s a is  c r i t i q u e s . 
1 9 7 2 ,  p . 1 7 0 .  S ¿ Z ,  1 9 7 0 ,  p . 1 1 3 .
2 5 .  D . G r o jn o w s k i, o p . c i t . ,  p . 7 8 .
2 6 . D r N . H e w itt  h a s p o in te d  o u t  t h a t  p h o n e t ic a l ly  the end o f  
'P l o r e s s a s '  and the b e g in n in g  o f  'd e e ' do i n  f a c t  g iv e  'S A D ',
so t h a t  G r o jn o w s k i's ' i n t e r r o g a t i o n '  i s  n o t  e n t i r e l y  made a t  random .
2 7 .  D . G r o jn o w s k i, o p . c i t . ,  p .7 6 .
2 8 . P . Hamon, o p . c i t . ,  p .14 9 >
2 9 . .  See L e t t r e s  è Z o l a ,  p p .7 9 - 8 1 .
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3 0 . Meurgey de T u p lg n y , o p . o i t . ,  p . 1 1 .
3 1 .  Soo D . G . ,  'Huyemaile C h a r le e ,  G e o rg e s ( e x t r a i t e  d ' a r c h i v e s ) ' ,  
3 4 -4 4 . 7 ,  Autumn 19 8 0 .
3 2 .  I n  the f i n a l  v e r s io n  o f  A r s h o u r s ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  t h e  y o u th  A u gusts  
L a n g lo is  d is a p p o in t s  d a s  E s s s i n t s s  and f a i l s  to  com m it a  c r im e . But 
in  th e  m a n u s c r ip t  o f  A re b o u rs  i n  th e  B ib l io t h è q u e  N a t io n a l s  ( n . a . f r .  
1 5 7 8 1 ) ,  dee E sm in te s  r e c o u n t s  t h i s  e p is o d e  to  two f r i e n d s  and r e p o r tâ t  
' E t  l e  f a i t  e s t ,  q u ' i l  y  s  1 5  j o u r s  -  T o n e s l i s e s  l e  F ig a r o  -  non 
p e t i t  A u g u ste  s  è t é  condamne s  7 a n s  de r é c l u s i o n ,  p o u r  r o i s  
q u a l i f i é s  -  I l  i r a  s  F o n t e v r a u l t ,  J e  p e n s e , c a r  Je  me s u i s  in q u ié t é  
de l u i ,  ce b ra v e  e n f a n t  -  I l  en r e v ie n d r a  a v e c  d es i n s t i n c t s  de 
b rig a n d a g e  p e r f e c t io n n é s  e t  Je  l ' e s p è r e  a u s s i ,  a v e c  d e s  v ic e s  
c h a r n e ls  ( i l l e g i b l e ) ,  en p lu s '  ( f . 1 3 2 ) .
U n t i l  Mme Bose F o r t a s s i e r ' s  r e c e n t  c r i t i c a l  e d i t i o n  o f  A re b o u rs  
( Im p r im e r ie  N a t io n a le ,  1 9 8 1 ) ,  l i t t l e  c r i t i c a l  a c c o u n t  had been taken  
o f th e  many v a r ia n t s  between t h i s  m a n u s c r ip t  and th e  f i n a l  v e r s io n  
o f th e  n o v e l .  See a l s o  P . Cogny, 'L 'O b s e s s io n  c r é a t r i c e  du moti 
é tu d e  de n o t e s  in é d it e s  de J . - K .  H u y s m a n s ', i n  L ' E s p r i t  de d é ca d e n ce . 
1980.
33« Compare the d e fe a tis m  e x p r e s s e d  i n  En_m énjt£e, e x e m p lif ie d  by 
re m a rk s s u c h  a s  'no us sommes l e s  g e n s q u i n o us c o n te n to n s  des à  
peu p r è s '  ( p . 2 8 )  w ith  the f r e n z y  o f  A r e b o u r s .
3 4 . See P .  J u l l i a n ,  R ç b q r t  de M g n tyg q u lg u t un p r jn ç q  1999» 19 6 5 ,  
and th e in t r o d u c t io n  to  J .  P e la d a n , Le V ic e  su p rtm e . 19 7 9 «
J u l l i a n  w r it e s  o f  L o r r a in ,  i n  J e a n  L o r r a in  ou 1 ^  S a t i r i c o n  19 0 0 . 
1 9 7 4 ,  p .1 3 »  'E n t r e  B a u d e la ir e  e t  C o c t e a u , i l  f u t  l ' é c r i v a i n  dro gue; 
a v a n t  G e n e t , i l  f u t  l ' é c r i v a i n  p é d é r a s t e ,  se  c o n s id é r a n t  comme 
l 'a m b a ssa d e u r de Sodome a u p rè s du T o u t - P a r i s .  S a  r é p u t a t io n  é t a i t  
t e l l e  q u 'u n  a s s a s s in  f u t  a c q u it t é  a p r è s  a v o i r  avoué q u ' i l  é t a i t  
corrom pu p a r  l e s  l i v r e s  de "l'hom m e au x y e u x  de v ip è r e  q u i couche  
d an s des d ra p s  b le u s " . '
The n o v e l i s t  Hugues B e b e ll  c o u ld  a l s o  be added t o  the l i s t ,  i f  
we a r e  to  b e l ie v e  H u b e rt J u in  i n  L e  L i v r e  de P a r i s  1 9 0 0 . 1 9 7 7 ,  p .4 1  * 
'P o r t  o ccu p é du sexe en g é n é r a l,  i l  s ' e t a i t  p r i s  d ' a f f e e t i o n p o u r  
une c h a t t e  e t  l ' e x c i t a i t  av e c un c r a y o n  s p é c ia le m e n t  a f f f t t é  à  c e t  
e f f e t .  L o r s q u ' i l  a v a i t  d 'a u t r e s  b e s o g n e s , i l  s o n n a it  son v a l e t  
de cham bre, e t  com m andait; " F ir m in ,  b r a n le z  l a  c h a t t e ! " '
3 5 .  H . - K .  Ga l l o t ,  E x p l ic a t io n  de J . - K .  H uysm ans. 1 9 5 4 ,  p . 1 0 5 .
Compare A r e b o u r s . p .3 7 <  'l'hom m e a  f a i t ,  d an s son g e n r e , a u s s i  
b ie n  que l e  D ie u  a u q u e l i l  c r o i t . '
A c c o r d in g  to  J .  M o n f é r ie r , i n  'E s p a c e  e t  temps d a n s  1 'u n iv e r s  
d é c a d e n t; l'e x e m p le  d ' A R e b o u rs' .  BSH. 7 0 ,  1 9 7 ? ,  p . 2 1 ;  'Nouveau  
d é m iu rg e , i l  a  b ie n  l e  se n tim e n t de se  l i v r e r  a  une a c t i v i t é  s a c r é e ,  
quand e l l e  n ' e s t  pas to ta le m e n t s a c r i l è g e ,  p a r  l a  p e r v e r s io n  des  
l o i s  de l a  n a t u r e . '
3 6 . V a lé r y  i n  f a c t  d e s c r ib e d  d e s E s s e in t e s ^ a s  'Q u e l F a u s t  p lu s  
e x a s p é r é , p lu s  m a la d e , p lu s  to rd u  e t  s a n s  r é m is s io n ,  e t  sa n s  ange 
de l a  f i n i '  Quoted b y F lo r e n c e  de L u s s y ,  'V a lé r y  e t  H u ysm a n s', 
in SelloflUt f§ul VjAvry. 1978, P.278.
3 7 .  N e u r o s is  i s  ' c e t t e  s i n g u l i è r e  m a la d ie  q u i  r a v a g e . l e s  r a c e s  à  
b o u t de sang* (A r e b o u r s , p . 1 6 8 ) .
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3 8 .  'T o  th e a r t i s t  i n  Z o l a ,  h e r e d it y  was a  s u b s t i t u t e  f o r  o l d -  
fa s h io n e d  F a t s ,  the S p in n e r  o f  the S o n e r ie  s a g a s . . . . '
F . V . J .  H a n n in g s , ¿ n i l s  Z o l a .  1 9 7 0 , p . 5 7 .
3 9 .  In  th e  and des E s s e in t e s  succumbs to  th e  w i l l  o f  h i s  d o e to r ,  
th u s c o n f i n i n g  A lphonse D a u d e t 's  o b s e r v a t io n  o f  ' l a  p u iss a n o e  du 
n e d e c in  d a n s l s s  te n p s n o d e rn e s , d e r n ia r  p r f t t r e , cro y a n c a  s u p r t n a ,  
i n v i n c i b l e  s u p e r s t i t io n '  i n  c h a p t e r  f i v e  o f  S a u h o . p u b lis h e d  the  
sane y e a r  a s  A r e  h o u r s . D a u d e t 's  son Leon i n  f a o t  w rote a  n ae ab re  
S w if t ia n  s a t i r e  on the pow ers o f the n e d ic a l  p r o f e s s io n ,  L a s  M o r t ic o l e s . 
18 9 4 .
4 0 . ' H d v r o s e . . .  Se d i t  d '" A f f e c t io n s  n e r v e u s e s  t r è s  ré p a n d u e s ,
s a n s  base a n a to n lq u e  connue e t ^ q u i ,  q u o iq u e in t in e n e n t  l i é e s  à  l a  
v i e  p s y c h iq u e  du n a ïa d e , n ' a l t è r e n t  p a s (cornue l e s  p s y c h o s e s )  s a  
p e r s o n n a lit é  e t ,  p a r  s u i t e ,  s 'acco m p ag n e n t d 'u n e  c o n s c ie n c e  p é n ib le  
e t  l e  p lu s  so u v e n t e x c e s s iv e  de l ' é t a t  n o r b ld e "  ( A .  E e s n a rd  i n  
P o r o t , n » n n « i p s y c h i a t r i e ) . '  P . R o b e r t , D ic t io n n a ir e  a lp h a b é t iq u e  
e t  a n a lo g iq u e  de l a  la n g u e  f r a n ç a is e .  1 9 6 6 . ”
A . A x e n f e ld , i n  h i s T r a i t e  des n é v r o s é s  (2 n d  e d i t i o n ,  1 8 8 3 ) ,  
a  work c o n s u lt e d  by H u ysn an s when w r it in g  A r e b o u r s , g iv e s  two 
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  w hich  d i s t i n g u i s h  n e u r o s e s  f r o n  o t h e r  d is e a s e s :
' 1 .  t r o u b le  in t é r e s s a n t  s p é c ia le m e n t  l e s  f o n c t io n s  n e r v e u s e s |
2 .  a b se n ce  de lé s io n  a n a to n lq u e ' ( p . 4 ) .
4 1 .  ' L ' E t r e  in e r t e  e t  l ' ê t r e  v iv a n t  s o n t  so u m is à  l a  même f a t a l i t é  
de g ra n d io s e  l a i d e u r ,  d ' u n iv e r s e l l e  m a la d ie . C ' e s t  p lu s  q u 'u n e  
b ou tade) c ' e s t  s a  fo rm u le  de l ' e s t h é t iq u e  p e s s im is t e  que Huysmans 
met dans l a  bouche de des E s a e in t e s :  " T o u t n ' e s t  que s y p h i l i s " . '
G . B a c h e la r d , L a  T e rre  e t  l e s  r ê v e r ie s  de l a  v o lo n t é . 19 4 8 , p . 2 1 4 .
See a l s o  P . W ald%L a s o w s k i,  S y p h i l i s :  e s s a i  s u r  l a  l i t t é r a t u r e  
f r a n ç a i s ?  du X IX e g i e c j e ,  1 9 8 2 .
4 2 .  'C e t t e  t é r a t o lo g ie  d e s s u b s t a n c e s , ce p e ss im ism e  m a t é r ie l ,  e s t  
une des c a r a c t é r is t iq u e s  l e s  p lu s  n e t t e s  du r ê v e  e t  du s t y l e  de 
H uysm ans. ( . . . )  A in s i  l a  m a la d ie  e s t  un b u t ,  l a  v é r i t a b l e  f i n a l i t é  
non se u le m e n t des ê t r e s  v i v a n t s ,  m ais du m o n d e .' G . B a c h e la r d ,
o p . o i t . ,  p p .2 1 5 - 1 6 .
4 3 .  M. D e s b r u è r e s , e d . ,  L a  F ra n ce  f a n t a s t iq u e  1 9 0 0 . 1 9 7 8 , p p .1 6 - 1 7 .
4 4 . M. C o llo m b , 'L e  Cauchem ar de Des E s s e i n t e s ' ,  R om antism e. 1 9 ,
1978.
4 3« ' I l  s ' a g i t  l à  d 'u n  r ê v e  r é p e r t o r ié  e t  e x p liq u é  p a r l a  p sy c h a ­
n a l y s e .  I l  d i t  a u s s i  l a  h a n t is e  de l a  d é c h é a n c e . Le L a s a r e  de 
Z o la  ( L a  J o ie  de v i v r e ) ,  q u i  a  te lle m e n t  p e u r de l a  m o rt, rê v e  a u s s i  
que se s  d e n ts  to m b e n t.' R .  F o r t a s s i e r ,  o p . c i t . ,  p .3 3 5 .
4 6 . M. C o llo m b , o p . c i t . ,  p .8 7 .
4 7 .  R o b e rt  B a ld ic k  t r a n s l a t e s  'm em bres' r a t h e r  c o y ly  a s  ' l im b s '  
( A g a in s t  M a tu re . P e n g u in , 1959, P.99).
4 8 . J .  M e y e rs , P a in t in g  an d  the H o v e l. M a n c h e s te r , 1 9 7 5 ,  p .8 4 .
4 9 . ifccey work f o r  e x p lo r a t io n s  o f androgyny i s  G a u t i s r ' s  
M a d e m o ise lle  de M aualn ( 1 8 3 5 ) ,  where a  s i m i l a r  d e s ir e  to  b re a k  the
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l i m it a t io n s  o f  th s  s s l f  i s  founds 'J o  s u i s  p r i s o n n i s r  d a n s m o i-  
même, o t  to u ts  é v a s io n  s s t  im p o s s ib l e ' ,  w r it e s  d 'A lb e r t }  h i s  n o s t  
in te n s e  p le a s u r e  w ould be to  be a n o th e r }  the u lt im a t e  f r u s t r a t io n  
i n  the p resen oe o f  b e a u ty  i s  the i m p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  a b s o r b in g  i t  
in t o  the s e l f ,  o r  b e in g  ab so rb e d  i n  i t .  ( G .x n ie r -F la m m a r io n ,
19 6 6 , p . 1 1 1 ,  p . 1 1 6 ,  p . 1 9 2 . )
P é la d a n 's  P r in c e s s e  L e o n o ra  d 'E s t e  i n  Le V ic e  suprêm e ( p u b lis h e d  
i n  1864 l i k e  A r e b o u r s ) i s  a n o th e r ' E s p r i t  a n d ro g y n e ' a n d  dream s 
o f  the f u s io n  o f  th e i d e a l  o o u p les 'D e u x ! l ' e x i s t e n c e  d o u b le ! un 
• tr e  a jo u t é  à  son ê t r e }  en s o i  d e u x , à  c 8 té  du d é s i r  l a  s a t i s f a c t i o n }  
l e  rê v e  s a i n t  de 1 'a n d ro g y n e  r é a l i s e  s e lo n  l e s  l o i s ,  l a  c r é a t io n  
i n i t i s l e  r e t r o u v é e . '  (L e  V ic e  suprêm e.  1 9 7 9 ,  p . 8 2 , p . 8 6 . )
See a ls o  P .  Be s n i e r , 'P e la d a n t  un d e c a d e n t c o n tr e  l a  d é c a d e n c e ',  
i n  L 'E f f p r jt  4e 4 f< ?ê * 9 P g l. 19 8 0 .
5 0 . B a u d e la ir e .O e u vre s c o m p lè te s . ( L ' I n t é g r a l e )  1 9 8 8 , p . 6 3 8 .
P é lad a n  o b s e rv e s  i n  Le  V ic e  suprêm et 'L 'a m o u r  e s t  une v o lo n t é  
d 'a b s o r p t io n  i n j u s t e  e t  m a u v a is e . N u l ê t r e  n ' a  l e  d r o i t  de se  
p ro p o se r comme l ' i n f i n i  à  un a u t r e  ê t r e '  ( p . 2 2 1 ) .
5 1 . F o r  an a c c o u n t o f  th e m yths o f  s y p h i l i t i c  d e g e n e r a t io n  a t  the  
tu rn  o f the c e n t u r y , se e A . C o r b in , L e s  F i l l e s  de n o c e . 19 7 8  and 
R . L .  W il l ia m s , The H o r r o r  o f  L i f e . 1 9 8 0 .
The e n t r y  u n d e r ' s y p h i l i s '  i n  F l a u b e r t ' s  D i c t io n n a ir e  d es id é e s  
re ç u e s  s a y s :  ' t o u t  l e  monde en e s t  a f f e c t é ' .  ( C it e d  b y  B .  F o r t a s s i e r ,  
o p . c i t . ,  p . 3 3 5 . )
3 2 .  'L 'U n iv e r s  im a g in a ir e  q u i e n v a h it  son som m eil e s t  s o u r c e  
d 'a n g o is s e  e t  p r é f ig u r e  l a  n é v ro s e  q u i s 'e m p a re r a  f in a le m e n t  de 
des E s s e i n t e s . '  J .  M o n f é r ie r , o p . c i t . ,  p . 1 8 .
33* F re u d  does n o t  a c c e p t  the h e r e d it a r y  n a t u r e  o f  n e u r o s i s ,  b u t  
o b se rv e s t h a t  C h a r c o t  s t r o n g ly  e m p h a sise d  th e r o le  o f  h e r e d it y :  
'h e r e d it y  was to  be re g a rd e d  a s  the s o le  c a u s e . A c c o r d in g ly ,  
h y s t e r ia  was a  form  o f  d e g e n e r a c y .' 'C h a r c o t*  ( 1 8 9 3 )  i n  S ta n d a rd  
E d it io n  o f  Com plete W o rks. I l l ,  1 9 8 2 , p . 2 1 .
G . L a v a le e  w r i t e s ,  i n  1 9 1 7 «  ' i l  f a u t  se  s o u v e n ir  que A re b o u r s  
d ate de 18 8 4 , époque où C h a r c o t  e t  l ' é c o l e  de l a  S a l p ê t r iè r e  
J o u is s a ie n t  de to u te  l e u r  renommée, où l ' h y s t é r i e  p r e n a it  une  
e x te n s io n  que de p lu s  r é c e n t e s  r e c h e r c h e s  l u i  o n t f a i t  p e r d r e .
L a  p a th o lo g ie  m e n ta le  d 'a u jo u r d 'h u i  r e c o n n a ît  p lu t & t  en  Des 
E s s e in t e s  un typ e m e r v e ille u s e m e n t  c a r a c t é r i s é  de ce q u 'o n  a  
a p p e lé  d é g é n é re sce n ce  ou d é s é q u il ib r e  m e n t a l, s o r t e  de d is jo n c t io n  
de l ' a c t i v i t é  c é r é b r a le  q u i a p p a r a ît  c h e z  d es ê t r e s  p r é d is p o s é s ,  
p lu s  ou m oins m arqués p a r  l e s  s t ig m a t e s  de l a  d é g é n é re s c e n c e  
( s ig n e s  du crftn e , de l a  v o û te  p a l a t i n e ,  de l a  f a c e ,  de l ' o r e i l l e ) .  ' 
E s s a i  s u r  l a  p sych o l o g ie  m orbide de H uysm ans. 1 9 1 7 ,  p p . 1 7 - 1 8 .
5 4 . See R .  B a ld ic k ,  L a  V ie  de J . - K .  H uysm ans. 1 9 5 8 , p . 1 3 9 .
55« See J . L e t h è v e ,  'L e  T h èm ed e l a  d é ca d e n ce  dans l e s  l e t t r e s  
f r a n ç a is e s  à  l a  f i n  du X IX e  s i è c l e ' ,  R H L F . J  a n . -M a rch  1 9 8 3 .
W h ile  i n  'L a  H é v ro se  de Des E s s e i n t e s ' ,  L e th è v e  w r i t e s :
'L e s  modes m é d ic a le s  s o n t  comme l e s  a u t r e s :  chaque époque met en 
a v a n t q u e lq u e s mots m agiques s o u s ^ le s q u e ls  e l l e  r e c o u v r e  
in d is t in c t e m e n t  t o u t  ce q u i l ' o b s è d e .  , 0 r ,  c r é é e  p a r  P in e l  en  
1 7 9 5 ,  l s  n o t io n  de n é v r o s e  f i n i t  p a r  d é s ig n e r  au X IX e  s i è c l e  
to u te s  s o r t e s  de m a la d ie s  r e le v a n t  à  l a  f o i s  de t r o u b le s  p h y s io ­
lo g iq u e s  e t  de t r o u b le s  m e n ta u x .' C T S J . 8 ,  1 9 6 3 » p p .6 9 -7 0 .
384
3 6 . 0 .  M irb e a u , L a »  2 1 J o u r »  d 'u n  n e u r a s t h é n iq u e . 1 9 0 1 ,  p .2 8 8 ,
p .3 3 7 .
3 7 .  J .  L e th è v e , 'L »  Thème de l a  d é c a d e n o e .. . • ,  p .4 9 »
Compare E .  C a ra m a s c h l, Po» t fa o e  to  C e rm ln le  L a o e r t e u x . M ap lee /
P a r i s ,  19 6 8 , p . z i x .
I n  h i  e M ot! ce to  Le» F le u r a  du m a l.  G a u t ie r  o f f e r »  a  d é f i n i t i o n  
o f ' l a  n é v r o s e ',  s e e in g  i t  a s  c o n c o m ita n t w it h  th e  p u r s u it  o f  a r t  
and the id e a l  (2nd e d i t i o n ,  18 6 9 , p . 1 2 ) .
3 8 . Quoted by J .  L e th è v e , 'L a  N é v ro se  de L e e  E s s e i n t e s ' ,  p . 7 2 .
See a ls o  B . P o u i l l i a r t ,  'P a u l  B o u rg e t e t  l ' e s p r i t  de d é c a d e n c e ' ,
Le » L e t t r e s  Romanes. 1 A u g u s t 1 9 3 1 .
3 9 . M. L e m a ire , Le Dandysme de Baude l a i r e  à  M a lla rm é . 1 9 7 8 ,
P .1 3 »  P . 1 5 3 .
6 0 . B a u d e la ir e , C u r io s i t é s  e s t h é t iq u e s , e d . E .  L e m a ît r e , ( G a r n ie r )  
1 9 6 2 , p .4 8 2  n .
6 1 . I b i d . ,  p .4 8 3 .
6 2 . J .  B arb ey d ' A u r e v i l l y ,  'B u  dandysm e e t  de George B r u m m e ll',  
i n  S u r l e  rtnndvam«. p r e fa c e d  by R .  Kem pf, 1 9 7 1 ,  p . 1 6 0 ,  p . 1 4 8  n .
6 3 .  I b i d . ,  p .1 6 0 .
6 4 .  I b i d . ,  p .1 0 8 ,  p . 1 1 7 ,  p . 1 3 6 .
6 3 . I b i d . ,  p . 1 1 2 .
6 6 . I b i d . ,  p . 1 2 6 ,  p .1 6 6 .
6 7 . B a u d e la ir e , C u r io s i t é s  e s t h é t iq u e s , p .4 8 3 .  L e m a ire  re m a rk s : 
'G é n é ra le m e n t, l a  débauche du dandy c o n s is t e r a  en l a  r é u n io n  des  
p l a i s i r s  de l a  t a b le  à  ce u x  du s e x e . '  ( 0 p . o i t . ,  p . 6 4 . )
6 8 . 'A l'o p p o s é  de l ' i l l u s i o n  r é a l i s t e  q u i s ' e f f o r c e  de gommer 
to u s l e s  in d ic e s  de s a  f a b r i c a t i o n  a f i n  de s u s c i t e r  un e f f e t  de 
p ré s e n c e , de tra n s p a re n c e  du r é e l ,  l ' im it a t io n  d é ca d e n te  s o u lig n e  
to u te s  l e s  marques du le u r r e  p ou r m e ttre  l ' a o c e n t  s u r  1 ' a r t i f i c i a l i t é  
du p r o d u it . '  F r a n ç o is e  G a i l l a r d ,  ' A r e b o u r s  ou l ' i n v e r s i o n  des  
s i g n e s ' ,  i n  L ' E s p r i t  de d é c a d e n c e .  1 9 8 0 , p . 1 3 1 .
N e v e r t h e le s s , one s h o u ld  add t h a t  A re b o u r s  s t i l l  f u n c t io n s  
w lt h in  a  c o n te x t  o f  m im e sis —  u n l ik e  more r e c e n t  e x p e rim e n ta l  
f i c t i o n .
69« K . L e m a ire , o p . c i t . ,  p .1 3 <
7 0 . B .  G r o jn o v s k i,  o p . c i t . ,  p . 8 7 .
7 1 .  Sade ' a  re v e n d iq u é  so u s  s a  form e l a  p lu s  e x  t r ia #  l ' a r b i t r a i r e  
de son bon p l a i s i r  e t  p ré te n d u  fo n d e r  id é o lo g iq u e m e n t c e t t e  r e v e n ­
d ic a t io n .  I l  a  é ch o u é . N i  dans s a  v i e  n i  d an s son o e u vre  i l  n ' a  
surm onté l e s  c o n t r a d ic t io n s  du s o l i p s i s m e . '  I n  f a c t  Sade re m a in s  
'd u  cb té  d es p r i v i l é g i é s '  s o c i a l l y :  ' l a  r é v o l t e  mtme e s t  un lu x e  
n é c e e s it a n t  de l a  c u l t u r e ,  des l o i s i r s ,  un r e c u l  d e v a n t l e s  b e s o in s  
de l ' e x i s t e n c e . '  Simone de B e a u v o ir ,  F a u t - i l  b r d le r  S a d e ? . 1 9 7 2 ,
P * 7 , p .8 0 .
7 2 .  P» J u l l i a n ,  J » « n  L o r r a in  ou l e  S a t i r i c o n  19 0 0 .  1 9 7 4 . p .8 4 .
7 3 .  Simon* de B e a u v o ir  s a y s  t h a t  Sad* a t t a o k *  c h a r i t y  and p h i la n ­
th ro p y  b*eau** ' c* s o n t  des m y s t if ic a t io n *  q u i v i s e n t  à  c o n c i l i e r  
o* q u i * * t  i n c o n c i l i a b l e i  l * a  a p p é t it s  in a s s o u r ia  du p a u r r*  * t
1 'é g o ïs t e  c u p id it é  du r i e h * . 1 (O p . c i t . ,  p . 6 7 . )
7 4 .  B .  Kempf, D a n d l* a . Baud*1 a i r *  e t  e o m n a ^ n i* . 1 9 7 7 ,  p .6 3 .
75 . I b i d . ,  p p .162 -63 .
7 6 .  B a u d e la ir e «  O e u vre ■  c o m p lè te s , p .6 3 0 .
7 7 .  G . L u k á c s , The H i s t o r i c a l  H o v e l.  1 9 6 2 ,  p .2 0 6 .
7 8 .  I b i d . ,  p . 1 8 2 ,  p . 1 9 3 ,  p . 1 9 9 .
7 9 .  B .  T e rd im a n , The D i a l e c t i c s  o f  I s o l a t i o n . Hew H a v e n /L o n d o n ,
1 9 7 6 ,  p .6 9 .
8 0 . I b i d . ,  p p .8 4 -8 5 ,  p .8 6 .
8 1 .  P .  B o u rg e t, E s s a ie  de p s y c h o lo g ie  c o n te m p o ra in e . 18 9 9  ( 1 8 8 3 - 8 5 ) ,
p . 8 .
8 2 . P .  B o u rg e t, re v ie w  o f  L ' A r t  m oderne i n  Le P a r le m e n t. 3 1  May 18 8 3
8 3 . 'L a  t r a d u c t io n ,  p ie r r e  de to u c h e , f o r c e  à  r é f l é c h i r  s u r  l a  
p o rté e  d 'u n  t i t r e ,  r i c h e ,  i l  e s t  v r a i ,  de to u te s  l e s  r é g r e s s io n s ,  
r e c u la d e s ,  r é s is t a n c e s  e t  r é b e l l i o n s  c o n t r e  l'é p o q u e , m ais s u r t o u t  
c o n tre  l a  H a t u r e . A g a in s t  th e g r a in  —  à  c o n t r e f i l  du t i s s u  ou du 
b o is  —  ou B it r a s o  —  a  r e c u lo n s ,  r e t r o g r a d e  —  ne d is e n t  que l e  
d é s i r  de se s i n g u l a r i s e r  ou de re m o n te r l e  tem ps. M a is A g a in s t  
N a t u r e , p r é f é r é  p a r  l e  d e r n ie r  en d a te  d e s  t r a d u c t e u r s  a n g l a i s ,  
exprim e b ie n  l a  r é v o l t e  c o n tr e  l a  C r é a t i o n . '  B .  P o r t a s s ie r ,
o p . c i t . ,  p p .1 4 - 1 5 «
8 4 . J .  L e m a ît r e , L e s  C o n te m p o ra in s. 1 è r e  s é r i e ,  1 4 t b  e d i t i o n ,
18 9 0 , p .3 3 0 .
8 5 . 'H uysm ans' n o v e l m ig h t b e s t  be u n d e rs to o d  a s  th e e la b o r a t io n
o f a  s in g l e  t r a i t  ( in v e r s io n  o f  n o rm al v a l u e s )  a c c o r d in g  to  a  s in g l e  
p r i n c i p l e  ( h y p e r b o le ) .  In d e e d , i t s  v e r y  in v e r s io n  i s  h y p e r b o l i c . '
D . M le k e ls e n , ' A B eb o u rn : S p a t i a l  F o r m ',  F re n c h  Forum . 3 ,  1 ,  J a n .  
1 9 7 8 , p .5 3 .
8 6 . M. L e m a ir e , o p . o i t . ,  p . 3 8 .
8 7 .  J .  H a lp e r n , 'D e c a d e n t n a r r a t i v e :  A R e b o u rs ' .  S t a n f o r d  F r e n c h  
B e v le w . I I ,  1 ,  S p r in g  1 9 7 8 ,  p .9 4 .
8 8 . 'D ie s e s  H aus muss s u r  Q u in t e s s e n z  s e in e r  S u s se re n  E x is t e n z  
w erden, e s  w ird  s e in e  V e i t  v e r k S r p e r n  und ihm s i n  Le ben i n  e in e r
von ihm au fg e b a u te n  und a u f  ih n  s u g e s c h n it t e n e n  Umg#bung e r m o g lic h e n .
H . J .  G r e i f ,  Huysm ans' 'A  r e b o u r s '  und d ie  D e k a d e n s. Bonn, 1 9 7 1 ,  p .2 8 .
8 9 . D. H ogues, 'D es E s s e in te s  e t  H a t h a n a i l ',  Bevue des l e t t r e s  
m odernes. 2 8 0 -8 4 , 1 9 7 1 ,  p . 7 2 .
38 6
9 0 . J .  L e m a ît r e , o p . o i t . ,  p .3 2 4 .  E .  B en n eq u in , Q u elques é c r i v a i n s  
f r a n c a l e . 18 9 0 « p p .2 0 0 -0 1 .
9 1 .  H .  L e m a ire , o p . o i t . ,  p p .1 8 1 - 8 2 .
9 2 . F o r  e xam p le, i n  c h a p te r  tw e lv e  o f  L a -b a s  and 'L e  C a r n e t  v e r t * .
93« H .  L e m a ir e , o p . o i t . ,  p . 3 3 .
94« Compare n o te  2 1 ab o ve .
99* M. L e m a ir e , o p . c i t . ,  p . 1 3 5 .
9 6 . F .  L i v i ,  'A  re bo ure* e t  l ' e s p r i t  d é ca d e n t. 1 9 7 2 ,  p . 1 2 9 .
9 7 . Compare Simone de B e a u v o ir  on Sadet 'Dana l e  p l a i s i r  de t o r t u r e r  
e t  b a fo u e r  une b e l l e  femme, é c r i t - i l ,  i l  y  a  l ' e s p è c e  de p l a i a i r  
pue donne l e  s a c r i l e g e  ou l a  p r o f a n a t io n  des o b je t s  o f f e r t e  a  notrfe  
c u l t e ' (o p . c i t . ,  p .40T>
9 8 . Sim one de B e a u v o ir  q u o te s Sade aa s a y in g s ' L ' i d é e  de D ie u  e s t  
l e  s e u l  t o r t  que j e  ne p u ia a e  p ard o n n e r aux hommea' ( i b i d . ,  p . 5 5 ) .
See a l s o  G . B l i n ,  Le Sadism e de B a u d e la ir e . 19 4 8 , p . 5 1 .
9 9 . A . E .  C a r t e r ,  The Id e a  o f  D ecadence i n  Fre n ch  L i t e r a t u r e .
T o r o n to , 1 9 5 8 , p . 5 .
1 0 0 . M. P r a z ,  The R om antic A g ony. 1 9 7 0 , p . 1 0 5 ,  p . 1 0 7 .
1 0 1 .  Simone de B e a u v o ir ,  o p . c i t . ,  p .5 9 <
1 0 2 .  I b i d . ,  p .7 0 .
1 0 3 .  'T o u t  oe q u i é l o i g n a i t  l'homme e t  s u r t o u t  l a  famme de l ' é t a t  
de n a t u r e  l u i  p a r a i s s a i t  une in v e n t io n  h e u r e u s e .' G a u t ie r ,  N o t ic e  
to L e a  F le u r a  du m a l, p .2 6 .
1 0 4 . Quoted by F . V .  L e a k e y , B a u d e la ir e  and M ature.  M a n c h e s te r /
New Y o r k ,  1 9 6 9 , p . 1 2 1 .
1 0 3 .  L e t t e r  to  abbé M u g n ie r, quoted i n  F .  L e f è v r e ,  E n t r e t ie n s  
s u r  J . - K ,  Buyam ana. 1 9 3 1 ,  P .3 3 »
1 0 6 . See L e a k e y , o p . o i t . ,  p p .1 3 5 - 5 6 .
1 0 7 .  B a u d e la ir e ,  O euvres c o m p lé té e , p .3 4 9 .
1 0 8 . A . M u g n ie r, J . - K .  Buyamana à  l a  T ra p p e . 1 9 2 7 ,  p .4 3 .  Quoted  
by G . C h a s t e l ,  J . - K .  Huyamana e t  se s  a m ie . 1 9 5 7 ,  p .5 5 *
1 0 9 . 'M a is  l à  où B a u d e la ir e  q u a l i f i e  l e  B ie n  d ' a r t i f i c i e l .  Sade  
se c o n te n te  de d ir e  s u p e r f i c i e l . ou e n co re  c o n v e n t io n n e l.'
G . B l i n ,  o p . o i t . ,  p .5 0 .
1 1 0 .  J o u r n a l . 1 6  November 1 8 6 4 . Quoted by F. L i v i ,  o p . o i t . ,  p .7 5 n .3 6 .
1 1 1 .  G i n i a t y ,  G i l  B ia s .  2 1  May 18 8 4 .
3 8 7
1 1 2 .  H . B run n er and J . L .  de C o n in e k , fin « « r g g  d " A  re b o u r s »  de
J . - K .  Huyamans. 1 9 2 9 ,  p . 1 1 0 .
1 1 3 .  J .  H a lp e rn , o p . c i t . f p .9 4 .
1 1 4 .  'L e s  e x e r c ic e s  de d e s E s s e in t e s  p ro c è d e n t p lu s  du d i l s t t a n t i s m e  
que de l 'e x p é r ie n c e  s p i r i t u e l l e ,  e t . . .  l e s  c o n sé q u e n ce s t h é o r iq u e s  
s o n t  in f i n i n e n t  p lu s  r i c h e s  e t  p lu s  p o u ss é e s  ch e s  B a u d e la ir e  d o n t
on ne re tro u v e  que l e  r e f l e t  e t  p re sq u e  l a  c a r ic a t u r e  c h e s  d e s  
E s s e i n t e s . '  J .  M o n f é r le r , 'D e s  E s s e in t e s  e t  B a u d e l a i r e ' ,  i n  
L ' E e u r i t  de d é c a d e n c e . 1 9 8 0 , p p . 1 1 0 - 1 1 .
1 1 5 .  E .  L e a c h , L é v l - S t r a u e s . 1 9 7 0 ,  p . 3 4 .
1 1 6 .  G . Moore, C o n f e s s io n s o f  a  Toung Man. 19 0 4  ( 1 8 8 6 ) ,  p p .2 4 4 - 4 5 .
1 1 7 .  J .  M e ye rs, o p . o i t . ,  p .9 4 .
1 1 8 .  L e t t e r  o f  3 Septom ber 1 8 9 1 ,  B ib l io t h è q u e  de l ' A r s e n a l ,
Fo nds Lam bert 4 5 .
1 1 9 .  Buysmans c o n s id e r e d  o th e r  p o s s ib le  c o n c lu s io n s  f o r  A r e b o u r s , 
a s  a  v a r ia n t  i n  th e  m a n u s c r ip t  s h o v s t 'D e s E s s e in t e s  tomba a c c a b lé  
s u r  une c h a is e .  D ( a n ) s  2 jo u r s  j e  s e r a i  à  P a r i s ;  l e  c i e l  e s t  v i d e ,  
m a is l a  fo s s e  de mes d é g o û ts e t  de mes h a in e s ,  r e s t e  p l e i n e !  ' ( f . 1 1 9 ) .
1 2 0 .  A d is t o r t io n  a k in  to  t h a t  p r a c t is e d  by the e c c e n t r ic , a s  
d e f in e d  by L e m a ire : 'L 'e x c e n t r iq u e  a t t i r e  l ' a t t e n t i o n ,  m a is  non  
t a n t  s u r  lu i-m êm e que s u r  l e  p e rso n n a g e  q u ' i l  jo u e .  On p a r l e  de 
l u i ,  m ais d 'u n  " l u i "  q u i e s t  un a u t r e  in v e n t é  de to u t e s  p i è c e s .
A i n s i  r é a l i s e - t - i l  l e  d o u b le  b u t  de se  m o n tre r e t  de se  c a c h e r *
( o p . c i t . ,  p .4 9 ) .
1 2 1 .  ' I t  i s  som etim es d i f f i c u l t  to  know when Buysm ans i s  la u g h in g  
a t  the re a d e r  —  and a t  h i m s e l f . '  J .  L a v e r ,  The F i r s t  D e c a d e n t .
1 9 5 4 ,  p . 1 6 5 .
1 2 2 .  Buysm ans' m y s t if ic a t i o n  becomes a  more com plex c o n c e a lm e n t  
i n  F la u b e r t :  't h e  m ost i n t e r e s t i n g  n a r r a t iv e  e f f e c t s  i n  F l a u b e r t  
in v o l v e ,  a lm o st i n v a r i a b l y ,  r a p id  s h i f t s  o f  p e r s p e c t iv e  w h ic h  
p re v e n t one from  d e t e r s iin in g  who sp e a k s  o r  from  w h e r e .'
J .  C u l l e r ,  F l a u b e r t . 1 9 7 4 ,  p p .1 1 7 - 1 8 .
1 2 3 .  J .  B a lp e r n  o p . c i t . ,  p .9 9 >
1 2 4 .  See M. F u m a r o li ,  o p . c i t . ,  n o t e s  to  c h a p t e r  th r e e  o f  A r e b o u r s . 
p .4 0 7  f f .  R . de Go u rm ont, 'S o u v e n ir s  s u r  B u y s m a n s ', Prom enades  
l i t t é r a i r e s .  I I I ,  1 9 6 3 .
1 2 5 .  D . Hoguez ,  o p . o i t . ,  p . 7 8 .
1 2 6 .  L . E .  F u r e t ,  'T h e  S t r u c t u r e  o f  B o m an tio  A g o n y ', C o m p a ra tiv e  
L it e r a t u r e  S t u d ie s ,  X ,  2 ,  1 9 7 3 ,  p . 1 3 4 .
1 2 7 .  G a u t ie r ,  N o t ic e  to  L e s  F l e u r s  du m a l, p . 1 7 .
1 2 8 .  P . B o u rg e t, E s s a i s  de p s y c h o lo g ie  o o n te m a ra in e . p p .1 5 - 1 6
3 6 6
1 2 9 .  I b i d . , p .3 9 8 .
1 3 0 .  See H og u es, o p . e i t . t p .7 0  and F u m a r o li,  o p . o i t . t p .4 0 4  n . 2 5 .
1 3 1 .  C .  Wad*, 'Th e c o n t r ib u t io n o  o f  o o lo r  and l i g h t  to  d i f f e r i n g  
l e v e l s  o f  r e a l i t y  i n  th e n o v e ls  o f  J . - K .  B u y s m a n s ', S r e n o ilu n .
V in t e r  1 9 7 4 . p .3 8 0  n . 1 0 .
132. H.P. V e in r e b . ' S t r u c t u r a l  te c h n iq u e *  i n  A r e b o u r s ' .
The F re n c h  R e v ie w . XLIX, 2 ,  19 7 5 »  p . 2 2 3 .
1 3 3 .  D . M ic k e le e n , o p . e i t . »  p . 5 1 .
1 3 4 .  I b i d . ,  pp.4 8 -4 9 *
133. 'Huysmans, futur préfacier d'un catéchisa*, futur hagiograpbe 
de saint* Lydwine, cherche peut-être i c i ,  inconsciemment, un style  
possible pour une littératu re apologétique, ou plus généralement 
s p ir itu a lis te .' H. Fortassier, op. c i t . ,  p .22 .
1 3 6 . M. F u m a r o li,  o p . c i t . ,  p .4 1 5  n . 8 5 .
1 3 7 .  J .  L e m a it r e , o p . c i t . ,  p . 3 2 7 .
1 3 8 .  See n o te  12 4  a b o v e .
1 3 9 .  Quoted i n  L e t t r e s  à  Z o la , p . 1 0 6 .
1 4 0 .  25  May 1 8 8 4 , i b i d . ,  p . 1 0 3 .
141. J . Halpern, o p . c i t . ,  p .9 9 *
142. R . P. Veinreb, op. c i t . ,  p .228 .
14 3*  These r e f l e c t i o n s  a r e  c lo s e  to  the n o t io n s  o f  sy m b o lism , a s  
d e f in e d  f o r  exam ple by R .N . S tro m b e rg t 'Th e mood o f  the s y m b o lis t  
movement i s  s t a r t l i n g l y  d i f f e r e n t  from  t h a t  o f  n a t u r a l is m .  The 
w r it e r  i s  no lo n g e r  c o n s id e r e d  a  s c i e n t i s t  b u t a  s e e r ,  a  m y s t ic .
Be does n o t se e k  to  d e s c r ib e  th e e x t e r n a l  w o rld  w it h  c l i n i c a l  
e x a c t it u d e ,  b u t to  grope among th e  shadows o f  th e  m ind; Rimbaud 
s a y s  t h a t  the p o e t m ust d e l ib e r a t e l y  derange h i s  s e n s e s . Be w r it e s  
v e r s e s  t h a t ,  s t r i c t l y  s p e a k in g , h ave  l i t t l e  i f  a n y  m ean in g , b u t  
w h ich  d ru g  and e n c h a n t the m in d . V a s t  s o c i o l o g i c a l  t r e a t is e s  g iv e  
p la c e  to  s m a ll gems o f  v e r s e .  P o e t r y ,  the s y m b o lis t s  b e lie v e d ,  
i s  n o t  meant to  co n vey a b s t r a c t  t h o u g h t . I t  s h o u ld  be " p u r e " , i n  
th e se n s*  t h a t  i t  s h o u ld  e x i s t  i n  i t s  own r i g h t ,  n o t  f o r  some 
e x t r i n s i c  p urp o se su ch  a s  co m m u n ica tin g  know ledge o r te a c h in g  a  
m o r a l. I t  s h o u ld  n o t be v u l g a r is e d  by c o n ta o t w it h  the m a sse s, 
f o r  o n ly  a  few r a r e  s p i r i t s  ca n  be p o e t s . T e t  from  i t s  m y s te r io u s  
v i s i o n s  may come im ages t h a t  w i l l  change the w o r ld . I n  a  s o c ie t y  
grown c o r r u p t  and d e g e n e ra te  th e  p o e t m ust draw a p a r t  and p r o c la im  
h i s  d e f ia n c e  o f  c o n v e n t io n s , c u l t i v a t i n g  h i s  own u n iq u e  p o e t ic  
s e n s i b i l i t y . '  R e a lis m , n a t u r a l is m .  Sym b olism . 1 9 6 8 , p . 1 8 8 .
1 4 4 .  O v e rsta te m e n t i s  o f  c o u rs e  i t s e l f  meant t o  a c h ie v e  a  h e ig h t ­
ened form  o f  e x p r e s s io n . The 'q u a t o r s *  c e n t s  m ots du d ia l e c t e  
r a c i n l e n '  no lo n g e r  s u f f i c e ,  a r g u e s  G a u t ie r ,  f o r ^ .'C *  s t y l e  de 
décad en ce ( q u i)  e s t  1 * d e r n ie r  mot du V erb e somme de to u t  e x p rim e r  
e t  p o u ssé  a  l'e x t r ê m e  o u t r a n c e . '  R ô t ic e  to L e s  F le u r s  du m a l. 
p . 1 8 ,  p . 1 7 .
3 8 9
14 3 «  'Huysm ans a  p r é p a r é , aana a 'e n  d o u t e r , l a  t r a a a a u t a t lo n  du 
n a t u r a lis m e  en s y m b o lism e , conséquence f a t a l e  d 'u n  t r a v a i l  de s t y l e  
p o u ssé  à  l 'e x t r ê m e , d 'u n e  s o r t e  de m a jo r a t io n  s y s t é m a t iq u e  de 
l ' e x p r e s s i o n . '  Y a l a r y ,  quoted i n  F .  L e f è v r e ,  o p . o i t . ,  p .3 9 .
1 4 6 .  Compare G . B l i n ,  'B e c o u rs de B a u d e la ir e  à  l a  s o r c e l l e r i e ' ,
i n  Le  Sadism e de B a u d e la ir e » 'L e  s o r c ie r  v i s e  l e  p l u s  p a r  l e  m o in s, 
d 'a u t a n t  p lu s  p u is s a n t  q u ' i l  enferme d av an ta g e  d ' e f f e t s  d an s l a  
même ca u se  e t  q u ' i l  possède p lu s  a v a n t l ' a r t  m étonym ique de "p re n d re  
l a  p a r t i e  pour l e  t o u t " . '  ( p .9 4 )
'S u r  l e  p la n  de l ' a r t ,  c e t t e  a t t it u d e  im p liq u e  l a  re o b e rc h e  du 
" r e s s e r r e m e n t " ! B a u d e la ir e  condamne donc comme Poe l'é p o p é e  d o n t  
l 'a m p le u r  ne p e u t q u e " d im in u e r l ' e f f e t  m agique de l a  p o é s ie "  —  e t ,  
pour s a  p a r t ,  quand i l  c r é e , i l  p o u r s u it  l a  g a g e u re  d 'u n  v e r s  q u i  
s a u r a i t  e n ro b e r ou m o b i l is e r  " l ' i n f i n i  d an s l e  f i n i " . '  ( p p .9 4 -9 5 )
1 4 7 .  'L e  C a r n e t  v e r t ' ,  h a n d w ritte n  copy by P ie r r e  L a m b e rt, 
B ib lio t h è q u e  de l ' A r s e n a l ,  Fonds Lam bert 7 9 .
1 4 8 .  ' I l  y  a  d ans l e  m ot, dans l e  v e r b e , q u e lq u e  ch o se  de s a c r é  
q u i n o u s d éfe n d  d 'e n  f a ir e  un je u  de h a s a r d . M a n ie r  savamment une 
la n g u e , c ' e s t  p r a t iq u e r  une espèce de s o r c e l l e r i e  é v o c a t o i r e . '  
B a u d e la ir e ,  'T h é o p h ile  G a u t i e r ' ,  O euvres c o m p lè te s ,  p . 4 6 4 .
1 4 9 .  ' C ' e s t ,  d 'u n  m o t, Huysmans q u i s ' e s t  f a i t  un e d o t a t io n  de 
5 0  0 0 0  l i v r e s  de r e n t e s  p e r p é t u e lle s ,  p a y a b le s  ch aqu e année en un 
chèque t i r é  s u r  l a  banque de l ' I m a g i n a t i o n . '  B .  B a c h e l i n ,
J . - K .  H uysm ans. du n a t u r a lis m e  l i t t é r a i r e  au n a t u r a l is m e  m y s t iq u e .
1 9 2 6 ,  p . 1 1 9 .
1 5 0 .  B .  B o g u e s, o p .  c i t . ,  p p .6 8 - 6 9 .
1 9 1 .  M. B e s n a rd -C o u rs o d o n , ' A Rebours : l e  c o rp s  p a r l é ' ,  BSH .
1 7 0 - 7 1 ,  1 9 7 8 ,  p . 5 6 .
1 5 2 .  B . N og u es, o p . c i t . ,  p . 8 1 .
1 5 3 .  D. Tachon, op . c i t . ,  in Mélanges Pierre Lambert consacrés à 
Huysmans. 19 7 5 «
1 5 4 .  B .  G r o jn o w s k i, o p . c i t . ,  p .7 8 .
1 5 5 .  G . B l i n .  S t e n d h a l e t  l e s  problèm es du rom an.  1 9 5 3 ,  p . 3 7 .
1 5 6 .  'M o d e r n is t ' a s  d e f in e d , s a y , by B .  B a r t h e s i  ' a u j o u r d ' h u i ,  
é c r i r e  n ' e s t  pas " r a c o n t e r " ,  c ' e s t  d ir e  que l ' o n  r a c o n t e ,  e t  
r a p p o r t e r  to u t  l e  r é f é r e n t  (" c e  q u 'o n  d i t " )  à  c e t  a c t e  de l o c u t i o n . . . '  
' I n t r o d u c t io n  à  l ' a n a l y s e  s t r u c t u r a le  d es r é c i t s ' ,  i n  P o é tio u e  du 
r é c i t . 1 9 7 7 ,  p .4 2 .
15 7 «  B . M e is s , 'H uysm ans e t  l e  problèm e du m o d e rn e ', BSH t 1 7 0 - 7 1 ,  
p .1 0 3  n . 1 1 .  A c c o r d in g  to  J .  de P a la c io t  ' E t  c ' e s t  b ie n  l a  l e  s ig n e  
de l a  m o d e rn ité  de Huysmans que c e t t e  r é d u c t io n  à  1 ' é c r i t u r e ,  q u i  
f a i t  a p p a r a ît r e  d e s  p ré o c c u p a tio n s  s in g u liè r e m e n t  a c t u e l l e s  l à  où 
un M a u r ia c , p a r e x a m p le , ne v o y a it  e n co re  q u 'u n e  s t y l i s t i q u e  v i e i l l i e  
e t  p é r im é e .'  ' é c r i t u r e  romanesque e t  é c r i t u r e  c r i t i q u e ' ,  i b i d . ,  p .2 0 2 .
158 . A r e b o u r s , p p . 287-88
3 9 0
1 59* 'L a  P a r o i*  d é t ie n t  aux yeu x de B a u d e la ir e  l e  p o u v o ir  de 
o ré a tio n  a b a o lu e  d o n t l ' a v a i e n t  dotée le e  l i v r e *  b e r n é t iq u e s  e t  
l a  C a b a le . '  G . B l i n ,  Le S a d ie n e  de B a u d e la ir e . p .9 8 .
16 0 . M. P u n a r o l i ,  o p . o i t . ,  p .2 6 .
1 6 1 .  H uye^nane, En m arg e. 1 9 2 7 ,  P « 5 7 . L e t t r e *  à  Z o l a ,  p . 1 0 5 .
1 6 2 .  M. P u n a r o l i ,  o p . o i t . ,  p .3 3 *
1 6 3 .  I b i d . ,  p .4 6 .
1 6 4 . L e t t r e *  à  Z o la
1 6 3 .  P . V a ld n e r ,  in t r o d u c t io n  to  A r e b o u r s . ( G a r n ie r -F la m m a r io n )  
1 9 7 8 , p . 1 5 .
1 6 6 . I b i d . ,  p . 1 6
1 6 7 .  I b i d . ,  p .4 0
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NOTES TO CHAPTER PIVE
The q u ota tion  from  iS liphas L ev i i s  taken from  Huysmans' u n p u b lish e d  
n o teb ook , 'Le C arnet v e r t ' .  (B ib l io th è q u e  de l 'A r s e n a l ,  F on ds 
Lambert 75» h an dw ritten  copy by P ie r r e  L a m b ert.) The o b s e r v a t io n  
in d ic a te s  n o t  o n ly  Huysmans' f a s c in a t io n  w ith  the more l u r i d  
a sp e cts  o f  the su p ern a tu ra l (h a v in g  s tu d ie d  the m ating h a b it s  o f  
p ea sa n ts , he turns to  th ose o f  in c u b u s e s ) ,  but a l s o  the sh o rtco m in g s  
o f  the su p e rn a tu ra l: the c o ld n e s s  o f  the sperm s u g g e s t in g  d e a th  
ov erta k in g  l i f e ,  the e v i l  o f  sexu a l p o s s e s s io n  and m agica l 
v i o la t i o n .  Compare the th ir d  dream in  En r a d e . p .217>
1 . George Sand in a u gu ra ted  the genre o f  the r u s t i c  n o v e l w it h  
h er somewhat id e a l i s e d  s t u d ie s .  But La T erre  i s  'p erh ap s  th e  
f i r s t  n ov e l to  have a  p easan t as i t s  c e n t r a l  c h a r a c t e r .  F o r  Z o la , 
the peasant was above a l l  con cern ed  w ith  the a c q u is i t i o n  o f  la n d , 
to  which he was a tta ch e d  w ith  an anim al p a s s io n t  he r e p r e s e n te d  
s im p l ic i t y  and f e r o c i t y ,  g reed  and c o n s e r v a t is m .'
T. Z e ld in , France 1848-1945 . v o l .  o n e , 1973t p p .132 -33»
2 . L . B lo y , 'J . - K .  Huysmans e t  son d e r n ie r  l i v r e ' ,  L 'A r t  m od ern e . 
(B r u s s e ls )  8 and 15 May 1887.
3 . En rade was f i r s t  s e r i a l i s e d  in  the Revue in dépendante betw een  
November 1886 and A p r il  1687. The l in e s  d e s c r ib in g  the c o v e r in g  
o f  the cow were o m itte d .
4» 'Le Carnet v e r t ' ,  10 May 1887, p .1 1 .  Compare a  l e t t e r  t o  
B loy  and Georges Landry o f  26 August 1885 in  B lo y . V i l l i e r s .  
Huysmans: l e t t r e s . 1980 , p .4 0 .
5 . 'Le 10 mai 1887 -  Ce que j ' a i  rê v é ^ su r  mon b a lc o n , d e v a n t  une 
v o itu r e  de déménagement dans l a  c o u r , a un havre l o i n t a i n ,  à. une 
v ie  l o in  de P a r is . E t v o i c i  qu 'en ^ Ju in  1899j ce  d é p a rt  va  s e  
r é a l i s e r  -  l a  3e é ta p e  e t  l a  d e r n iè r e , j 'e s p e r e  de ma v i e .  Le 
Médan pauvre e t  q u ie t  e s t  p r ê t  -  18871 C 'é t a i t  a van t La B as!
Et 1901 to u t  e s t  par t e r r e . '  (L a s t  s e n te n ce  added 1 9 0 1 .)
'Le Carnet v e r t ' ,  p .114>
6 . Huysmans sta y ed  a t  J u t ig n y , n ear the Ch&teau de L ou rp s , in  
J u ly  1884, August 1885 and 1886. H is m is t r e s s  Anna M e u n ie r 's  
i l l n e s s  began abou t th is  tim e; she f i n a l l y  d ie d  o f  g en era l 
p a r a ly s is  in  1895. See R . B a ld ick , La V ie  de J . -K .  Huysmans. 1958.
A l e t t e r  from  B loy  to  F ra n ço is  Coppee o f  17 December 1885  
re v e a ls  th a t Huysmans a ls o  shared Jacques M a r ie s 's  f in a n c ia l  
a n x ie t ie s :  'Huysmans e s t  en danger de p é r i r .  Vous l e  s a v e z ,  i l  
a un em ploi de m in is tè re  e t  un a t e l i e r  de b ro ch u r e .
^0r, l 'e m p lo i  e s t  to u t  Juste  s u f f i s a n t  pour ne paB m o u rir  de 
m isère e t  la  broch u re  ne marche absolum ent p lu s .  Non seu lem en t 
e l l e  a c e s s é  d 'ê t r e  une f a i b l e  r e s s o u r c e ,  un a p p o in t  d é r i s o i r e ,  
mais e l l e  e s t  devenue une menace t e r r i b l e ,  une menace de p r o c h a in e , 
e t  presque in é v it a b le  f a i l l i t e  —  devan t e n t r a în e r  l a  r é v o c a t io n  
de l 'e m p lo y é  e t  a b o u t ir  au n au frage  co m p le t . T e l le  e s t ,  en a u s s i 
peu de mots que p o s s i b l e ,  l a  v r a ie  s i t u a t io n  d 'u n  des é c r iv a i n s  
l e s  p lu s ra re s  de c e t t e  f in  de s i è c l e . '  B lo y . V i l l i e r s .  Huysmans: 
l e t t r e s , p p .5 1 - 5 2 .
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7 . L e t te r  o f  12 May 1887t quoted  in  BSH.2 6 . 1933* p .2 1 .
8 . See Y . V adé, 'O n irism e e t  s y m b o l iq u e :  d 'En Rade à La C athédrale  ' .  
BSH. 1 7 0 -7 1 , 1978, p .2 4 9 .
9 . L e t t r e s  in é d i t e s  à  ¿m ile  Z o la . G e n e v a /L il le , 1953, June 1887, 
p .1 2 7 . A cco rd in g  to  G. G e f fr o y , r e v ie w in g  En rade in  La J u s t ic e  
(26  J u ly  1 8 8 7 ): 'L e d é s i r  d 'é c h a p p e r  à l a  r e a l i t e  en transform ant 
c e t t e  r é a l i t é  en sym boles n 'e s t  p a s  seu lem ent i n s c r i t  su r l a  
co u v e rtu re  du volum e, i l  e s t  a u s s i  v i s i b l e  au lo n g  du l i v r e ,  à 
p lu s ie u r s  tou rn a n ts  de c h a p i t r e s .  La co n c e p t io n  e s t  d o u b le , e t  
l 'o n  a s s i s t e  à  une t r è s  d i f f i c i l e  m ise en oeuvre d 'u n e  a n t i t h è s e . '
Z o la  h im s e lf  o f  co u rse  p u b lis h e d  Le Rêve the f o l lo w in g  yea r 
(1 8 8 8 ) .  But F .V .J .  Hemmings c a l l s  t h is  book a  ' f a i r y - t a l e '
(¿ m ile  Z o la . 1970 , p .2 3 8 )  and G. K in g  o b se rv e s  th a t the re a d e r  
'd i s t i n c t l y  f e e l s  the a u th or i s  a d d r e s s in g  him through s e v e ra l 
c u b ic  m etres o f  c o t t o n -w o o l ' ( G arden o f  Z o la . 1978, p .2 6 7 ) .
1 0 . R . B a ld ic k , o p . c i t . ,  p .1 2 9 . L . B lo y , o p . c i t .
11 . H .-M . Ga l l o t ,  E x p lic a t io n  de J . -K .  Huysmans. 1954, p .11 5»
1 2 . M. I s s a c h a r o f f ,  Huysmans d e v a n t l a  c r i t iq u e  en F ra n ce . 1970, p .7 9 .
13« 'The main c h a ra c te r  o f  the n o v e l  i s  the ch&teau i t s e l f ,  in  
d i r e c t  d e s c e n t  from  the mansions o f  G o th ic  t a l e s . . . . '  A.E. C a rte r , 
'Huysmans and the M iddle A g e s ',  i n  M edieval StudieB  in  honor o f  
R.W. L in k e r . M adrid, 1973, p .2 0 .
1 4 . J .H . M atthew s, S u rrea lism  and the N o v e l. Ann A rb or , 1966, p .3 6 .
13» Quoted by R . B a ld ic k , o p . c i t . ,  p .1 7 3 »
1 6 . J .H . M atthew s, o p . c i t . ,  p .4 0 ,  p .3 8 .
1 7 . P . C i t t i ,  'L e c tu re  d 'En R ade, r e f l e x io n  sur un roman e n r a y é ',
RSH. 1 7 0 -7 1 , 1978.
1 8 . F or exam ple , A ntoine and N orin e  in  ch a p ter  on e ; the peasants 
in  the inn  a t  J u tig n y  in  ch a p ter s e v e n .
19« N ote A i^ to in e  and N o r in e 's  tu to ie m e n t  o f  Jacques and L o u ise ; 
w hich i s  n o t  r e c ip r o c a t e d .  The p e a sa n ts  a ls o  regard  t h e ir  la b ou r 
in  the f i e l d s  as a 's a c e r d o c e ' ( p . 1 3 7 ) .
2 0 . Z o la  w r it e s  on La T e r re : ' J ' y  veux f a i r e  t e n ir  tous nos paysan s, 
avec l e u r  h i s t o i r e ,  le u r s  m oeurs, le u r  r& le ; j ' y  veux p o se r  l a  
q u e s t io n  s o c i a l e  de l a  p r o p r ié t é ;  j ' y  veux m ontrer où nous a l lo n s ,  
dans c e t t e  c r i s e  de l 'a g r i c u l t u r e ,  s i  grave en ce m om en t... A jou tez  
que j 'e n t e n d s  r e s t e r  a r t i s t e ,  é c r i v a i n ,  é c r i r e  l e  poème v iv a n t  de
l a  t e r r e ,  l e s  s a is o n s , l e s  t ra v a u x , l e s  champs, l e s  g e n s , l e s  b ê te s , 
l a  campagne e n t i è r e . '  Quoted by F .V .J .  Hemmings, o p . c i t . ,  p p .2 2 5 -2 6 .
2 1 . A n a to le  France r e a c t e d  v i o l e n t l y  to  the e q u iv a le n t  scene in  
La T e r r e : 'M . Z o la  a com blé c e t t e  f o i s  l a  mesure de l 'in d é c e n c e  e t  
de l a  g r o s s i è r e t é .  Par une in v e n t io n  q u i ou trage  l a  femme dans
ce  q u 'e l l e  a  de. p lu s  s a c r é ,  M. Z o la  a im aginé une paysanne a ccou ch an t 
pendant que sa  vache v ê l e .  ( . . . )  La c r u d it é  des d é t a i l s  passe tou te  
id é e .
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I l  n 'a  pas moins o f fe n s e  l a  n ature  dans l a  b ête  que dans l a  
femme, e t  j e  l u i  en veux en core  d 'a v o i r  s a l i  l 'in n o c e n t e  vach e en 
é ta la n t  sans p i t i é  l e s  m isères  de sa  s o u ffr a n c e  e t  de sa  m a t e r n it é . '
La V ie l i t t é r a i r e . 1ère s é r i e ,  35th  e d i t i o n ,  n . d . ,  p .2 3 5 .
2 2 . P . Cogny, J .-K . Huysmans à l a  re ch e rch e  de l 'u n i t é .  1933 . P .1 1 4 .
2 3 . F . G a i l la r d ,  ' En rade ou l e  roman des é n e r g ie s  b lo q u é e s ',  in  
Le N a tu ra lism e . 1978, p .2 6 6 .
2 4 . I b i d . ,  p .2 7 1 .
23 . See En ra d e . p.19> Huysmans was unsure how to  s p e l l  'Ah ben 
c ’ é t a n t ’ * ’ i l  h é s i t a i t  e n tre  C 'e s t  ta n t ( id é e  de v a le u r )  e t  C 'e s t  
temps ( id é e  d 'h e u r e ) .  G irard  c o n n a is s a it  l 'e x p r e s s i o n  e t  l ' i n d i q u a :  
C’ é ta n t  —  C ela  é t a n t . '  (K H , 5 9 , 1972, p .4 3 » )
2 6 . F . G a i l la r d ,  o p . c i t . ,  p .2 6 9 .
2 7 . I b i d . ,  p p .2 7 5 -7 6 .
28 . See f o r  example En ra d e . p .1 2 2 f f .
29 . D iscu sse d  in  ch a pter fo u r te e n  o f  A r e b o u r s . p .2 8 8 f f .
30 . ' I l  d é c o u v r a it  chez L ou ise  une A preté  h é r é d it a ir e  de paysanne, 
o u b lié e  à  P a r is ,  d évelop p ée par l e  r e t o u r  dans l 'a tm o s p h è re  du pays 
d 'o r i g i n e ,  hAtée par l e s  appréh en sion s d 'u n e  p au vreté  s o u d a in e . '
En r a d e , p .1 8 3 .
3 1 . H .A . H a tz fe ld , 'D is c u s s io n  sur l e  n a tu ra lism e  f r a n ç a i s ' ,
S tw U es in  f h jL ^ o f g ; ,  39 , 1942.
32 . F or an in t e r s t in g  a ccou n t o f  r e c e n t  s c i e n t i f i c  stu dy  o f  the 
in f lu e n c e  o f  the moon on human l i f e ,  see  L . W atson, S u p ern atu re . 1974.
3 3 . Y . V adé, op . c i t . ,  p .2 4 5 .
34 . I b i d . ,  p .2 4 6 .
35• To be compared w ith  the v i s io n  in  B a u d e la ir e 's  poem 'BAve 
p a r i s i e n ' .  See P . Cogny, 'B a u d e la ire  e t  En rade de J . -K .  H uysm ans', 
Mercure de F ran ce . 1 O ctober 1949»
36 . Y . V adé, o p . c i t . ,  p .2 4 9 .
37 . F . G a i l la r d ,  o p . c i t . ,  p .2 7 4 .
38 . G. B ach e la rd , La Terre e t  l e s  r ê v e r ie s  de l a  v o lo n t é . 1948, p .2 0 6 .
39« F or  exam ple, the d e s c r ip t io n  o f  the s t a r s  in d u c in g  v e r t ig o  a t 
the end o f  ch a p ter f o u r .  The owl w ith  w hich  Jacques does b a t t le  
in  ch a p te r  two a ls o  appears l i k e  a f ig u r e  from  a n igh tm are , though 
i t  i s  a c t u a l l y  r e a l .
4 0 . 'T o u t  comme L o u ise , l a  lune é t a i t  d é j à , ^a l 'o r i g i n e ,  un grand 
corp s m alade qu 'une mort a s t r a le  a im m ob ilise  au m ilie u  d 'u n e  va ste  
s e c o u s s e . '  M ir e i l le  F a v ie r -R ich o u x , 'Le Thème de l 'e a u  dans En Bade' .  
BSH. 6 8 , 1978, p .5 5 . On h y s t e r ia  see  n ote  104 be low .
3 9 4
4 1 . Y . Vadé, o p . c l t . ,  p .2 5 0 .
4 2 . A ccord in g  to  Andre B re to n , 'Huysmans, a vec  une c la ir v o y a n c e  
sans é g a le , (a )  form u lé^ de to u te s  p iè c e s ^ la  p lu p a r t  des l o i s  qu i 
v on t r é g ir  l ' a f f e c t i v i t é  moderne,^ p é n é tré  l e  prem ier l a  c o n s t i t u t i o n  
h is to lo g iq u e  du r é e l  e t  ( s ' e s t )  é le v é  avec Bn rade aux sommets de 
l ' i n s p i r a t i o n . '  A n th o lo g ie  du l'h u m ou r n o i r . 1940, p .1 1 0 .
4 5 . G. B ach ela rd , o p . o i t . ,  p .2 1 7 .
4 4 . H. F a v ie r -R ich o u x  ( o p .  c i t . ) ,  f o r  exam ple , has o u t l in e d  the 
m etaph orica l netw ork  based  on w ater w hich  i s  d eve lop ed  th rou g h ou t 
the book . In  s im i la r  fa s h io n ,  Images r e la t e d  to  s u r fa c e s ,  h e ig h ts  
and depths fr e q u e n t ly  r e c u r , u n d e r lin in g  the in t e r s e c t i o n  o f  the 
h o r iz o n ta l  and v e r t i c a l  axes o f  En r a d e : Jacqu es exam in in g  the 
abyss o f  the s ta r s  ( p p .9 6 -9 7 ) ,  the le p r o u s  s k in  o f  the ch& teau
ip . 5 4 ) . o r  the c e l l a r s ,  w hich he f in d s ,  s i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  b lo c k e d  P . 1 9 5 ) .  A gain , th e  a lt e r n a t io n  between e x p lo r a t io n  o f  the o u te r  
w orld  o f  Lourps and the o c c u l t  depths o f  the so u l i s  i l l u s t r a t e d  
by a s e r ie s  o f  m etaphors r e la t e d  to  l i g h t  and d ark n ess , day and 
n ig h t .  Thus the a g o n is in g , s le e p le s s  n ig h t  o f  ch a p ter  two i s  
co n tra s te d  w ith  the ' f l u i d e  de j o i e '  ( p .6 2 )  produced  by the sun 
in  the n ex t ch a p te r , w hich ends w ith  Jacqu es s le e p in g  r e fr e s h e d  
under i t s  b e n e f i c i a l  l i g h t  ( p .7 4 ) ;  whereas t w i l ig h t  in d u ce s  
anguish ( p .9 2 ) ;  and J a c q u e s 's  m arriage has become 'un c r é p u s c u le  
d 'h iv e r^  lo n g  e t  m orne ' ( p .1 2 0 ) .
4 5 . La-bas has in  f a c t  been t r a n s la te d  in t o  E n g lish  in  the s e r i e s  
'The Dennis W heatley L ib ra ry  o f  the O c c u l t ' (Sphere B ook s, 1 9 7 4 ) .
4 6 . 'L 'id é e  de jo u e r  su r deux p la n s  e t ,  t r e n t e -c in q  ans a van t 
Les faux monnaveurs de G id e , de ju x ta p o s e r  au roman l e  roman du 
rom ancier é t a i t  e x c e l l e n t e :  m ais n ’ e s t - e l l e  pas gauchem ent m ise 
en oeuvre dans La—b a s? ' R . K a n te rs , 'S i t u a t io n  l i t t é r a i r e  de 
Huysm ans', CTSJ. 6 ,  1965, p .1 8 .
4 7 . A .E . C a r te r , o p . c i t .  Z o la  a p p a re n tly  co n s id e re d  th a t  
Huysmans ' ava i t une f6 1 u r e ' .
4 8 . See G. V e y s s e t , Huysmans e t  l a  m éd ecin e . 1950, p . 5 2 , and
J . B ricau d , Huysmans e t  l e  sa ta n ism e . Huysmans o c c u l t i s t e  e t  
m a g icien . 1913.
4 9 . L e ttre s  in é d i t e s  à Ari.1 P r in s . G eneva, 1977, 7 A p r i l  1890 , p .1 9 0 .
5 0 . 'P lu s  qu'un rom an, La^bas a p p a r a ît  comme un ta b le a u  de l a  v i e  
p a r is ie n n e  de l a  f i n  du XIXe s i è c l e  dans sa  f r é n é s ie  s a t a n iq u e . '
J»B . B aronian , Panorama de l a  l i t t é r a t u r e  fa n ta s t iq u e  de lan gu e 
f r a n ç a is e . 1978, p .1 4 2 .
5 1 . J .  H uret, Enquête sur l 'é v o l u t i o n  l i t t é r a i r e . 1891, p .1 4 .
( F i r s t  p u b lish ed  in  L 'E cho de P a r is . March to  J u ly  1 8 9 1 .)
5 2 . M. Raimond in  H is t o ir e  l i t t é r a i r e  de l a  F ran ce . 1 8 7 5 -1 9 1 5 , 
v o l .  ten , 1978, p p .4 7 -4 9 .
5 5 . V. F ou rn e l, La G a zette  de F ra n ce . 8 June 1891.
395
54« G* D ocquois g iv e s  an a c co u n t  o f  Huysmans' e a rn in g s  as an 
a u th or and c i v i l  s e rv a n t  in  'V in g t - s e p t  ans de b o u t e i l l e ' ,
Le J o u rn a l. 6 September 1893. See a l s o  l e t t e r  t o  P r in s ,  1 A p r il  
1895.
This su cce s s  was o f  co u rse  p u r e ly  r e l a t i v e i  Z o l a 's  L 'A rg e n t , 
f o r  exam ple, s o ld  3 0 ,0 00  c o p ie s  w ith in  a  few  days o f  p u b l ic a t io n  
in  1891. (See M. Balmond, o p . c i t . ,  p .4 3 > )
3 3 . B . B a ld ick , o p . c i t . ,  p .2 0 1 .
56 . For such i d e n t i f i c a t i o n s ,  s e e  H. B o s s ie r ,  On personnage de 
roman. B r u s s e ls /P a r is ,  1943*
57 . La-bas was s e r i a l i s e d  in  L 'É ch o  de P a ris  from  16 February 
1891 to  20 A p r il  1891 , and p u b lis h e d  in  A p r i l .  On ^28 May 1891 
Huysmans took  the d e c is iv e  s t e p  o f  m eetin g  the abbé M ugnier.
3 8 . J . L e c o t t ig n ie s , 1La-Bas ou  l a  phase démoniaque de l ' é c r i t u r e ' ,  
RSH. 1 7 0 -7 1 , 1978.
5 9 . L e t tre s  à P rin B . 15 June 1 89 0 , p .1 9 5 .
60 . See M. C r e s s o t , La Phrase e t  l e  v o c a b u la ir e  de J . -K .  Huysmans. 
1938, p .1 2 4 .
61 . L e t tre s  à P r in s . 15 June 1 8 9 0 , p .1 9 5 .
6 2 . I b i d . ,  17 May 1890, p .1 9 2 .
6 3 . See P . Cogny, 'É c r it u r e  de l a  d e s t r u c t io n s  t r a n s c r ip t io n  
romanesque des l e t t r e s  d 'am our a u th e n tiq u e s  dans L a -B ^ s ' .  RSH. 
1 7 0 -7 1 , 1978 and the appendix  t o  C p g n y 's  e d i t i o n  o f  L a -bas 
(G arn ier-F lam m arion , 1 9 7 8 ).
64 .  Péladan d e c la r e d  th a t the book  was 'e n  400 p a g e s , un t i s s u  
d 'e r r e u r s ,  d 'in c o n g n it é s  e t  de n a ïv e t é s ,  m ontrant ch e z  l 'a u t e u r  
une ign ora n ce  a b so lu e  e t  d é f i n i t i v e  d es  l o i s  du S a ta n ism e .'
(Le J ou r , 28 A p r il  1891, q u oted  from  L . D e s ca v e s 's  n o te s  to  
L a -b a s . 1 1 ,2 5 0 .)
Papus commented: 'S i  j 'a v a i s  un a v is  a f o u r n ir  au s u je t  de 
L a -B as. j e  d ir a is  que c 'e s t  l 'o e u v r e  d ’ un homme de t a l e n t ,  m y s t i f ié  
de l a  fa ço n  l a  p lu s  é v id e n te  p a r  q u elqu e  in d iv id u  a v id e  de r é c la m e . ' 
( L 'A r t  l i b r e . 1 May 1891 ; see  a l s o  L 'I n i t i a t i o n . May 1 8 9 1 .)
Such c r i t i c i s m s  m erely r e p ly  in  k in d  to  the a b u s iv e  remarks 
made about the two o c c u l t i s t s  i n  L a -b a s  ( l ,2 1 5 l  1 1 ,2 1 9 ) .
6 5 . Abbé E . B ossa rd , G i l l e s  de R a is . 1885. D e t a i ls  p a te n t ly  
taken from  B ossard  are the b e a t in g s  o f  the unnamed s o r c e r e r  and 
P r é la t i  (B ossa rd , p p .1 3 5 -3 6 , p .1 5 7 ) ,  o r  the c o v e r in g  o f  the 
c r u c i f i x  d urin g  G i l l e s 's  c o n fe s s io n  (B o s s a rd , p .2 1 0 ) ,  f o r  exam ple.
66 . G. B a t a i l l e ,  e d . .  Le P ro cè s  de G i l l e s  de R a is . 1965» 
p .9 5 ,  p .6 8 , p .3 1 .
6 7 . ' J 'a i  é t é  fra p p é  à C arn oet de l 'o b s c é n i t é  s i n i s t r e  des t r e s -  
v ie u x  a rb res  -  f a i r e  ds l e  l i v r e . '  'L e  C arnet v e r t ' ,  p .43*
S im ila r  scen es  o f  d e lir iu m  can o f  co u rse  be found in  La Faute de 
l 'a b b é  M ouret. 'L a  Léçende de s a i n t  J u lie n  l 'h o s p i t a l i e r ' ,  o r  
M irb ea u 's  n ove l L 'A bbe J u le s .
3 9 6
6 8 . E . B ossard , o p . e i t . ,  p .1 8 3 .
69 . September 1889« q u o te d  in  BSH. 3 3 , 1937» p .9 6 .
7 0 . M ichel B a t a i l l e ,  G i l l e s  de B a is . 1966 . %
R . V ille n e u v e  rem arks< 'Euysmans éprou ve un p l a i s i r  m a la d if a
d é c r ir e  l e s  abom inables f o r f a i t s  de R ays; s e s  j o i e s  f é c a l e s ,  son 
vam pirism e, ses  co n co u rs  de beauté s é p u l c r a l e ' ('Huysmans e t  G i l l e s  
de R a i s ' ,  CTSJ. 8 ,  19 6 3 , p .1 0 0 ) .
7 1 . C . W ilson , The O c c u l t . 1979 (1 9 7 1 ) ,  p .4 4 8 .
7 2 . M. M iln e r , 'A l l o c u t i o n  sous l e  c l o î t r e  S a in t -S é v e r in * ,
BSH. 7 0 , 1979.
73« G i l l e s  de R ais  i s  p re se n te d  in  v a r io u s  ways« in  d is c u s s io n s  
between D urtal and des H erm ies (ch a p te r  f o u r ) ;  v ia  the p re s e n ta t io n  
o f  D u r t a l 's  'n o t e s ' ( c h a p t e r  s i x ) ,  o r  h is  r e v e r ie  (ch a p te r  e ig h t )  
o r  v i s io n  (ch a p te r  e l e v e n ) .  In  each  c a s e ,  how ever, the e p is o d e s  
take on an autonomous s t a t u s ,  so  th a t i t  seems m is le a d in g  to  ta lk  
abou t G i l l e s  as though he were r e a l l y  D u r t a l 's  c r e a t io n ,  w hich he 
n om in a lly  i s .
7 4 . See G. B a t a i l l e ,  o p . c i t . ,  p p .2 0 3 -0 4 .
75« Whereas s o c ie t y  r e fu s e d  Sade h is  p r iv a t e  en joym en ts, cla im s 
Simone de B eauvoirt 'P u is q u 'o n  ne peut s é p a re r  avec t r a n q u i l l i t é  
l e  mal du b ie n  pour se  donner to u r  à to u r  à l 'u n  e t  à l 'a u t r e ,  
c ' e s t  en fa c e  du b ie n  e t  même en f o n c t io n  de l u i  q u ' i l  fa u t  
rev e n d iq u e r  l e  m al' ( F a u t - i l  b rû le r  S a d e ? . 1972 (1955)•  p .1 9 ) .
7 6 . M. P raz , The R om antic Agony. 1970 (1 9 3 3 ) .
7 7 . C e r ta in s , p .8 8 .
A cco rd in g  to  P. V ia l l a n e ix ,  M ic h e le t 's  La S o r c iè r e  (18 62 )
fo r t ra y s  ' l a  grandeur de l a  femme excommuniée e t  co m p a tis sa n te ' p re fa c e  to  G arnier-F lam m arion  e d i t i o n ,  1966, p . 1 9 ) ,  w h ile  
P. Hughes o b serv es  th a t  ' a l l  fundam ental b e l i e f s  pass alw ays 
through women, p a r t i c u la r l y  in  p r im it iv e  s o c i e t y  and in  su pp ressed  
r a c i a l  u n i t s '  (W it c h c r a f t . 1965 (1 9 5 2 ) ,  p .8 6 ) .
7 8 . R .-P . C o lin , 'Huysmans e t  l e s  s a lu t e  du "v ie u x  g a rçon ” ' ,  in
La Femme au XIXe s i è c l e , ( e d .  R . B e l l e t )  Lyon , 1978» p .1 1 4 .
7 9 . Huysmans d ism isse s  S t r in d b e r g 's  th e o ry  th a t  women's i n f e r i o r i t y  
i s  due to  m en stru a tion , w h ich  d ra in s  the b r a in , adding« ' l a  femme 
n 'a  pas à ê t r e  i n t e l l i g e n t e ,  au sens que nous donnons a ce  moti 
e l l e  a à ê t r e  e x p e rte  en p l a i s i r s  ch a rn e ls  e t  en bons s o in s .  La, 
se borne son r& le , a lo r s  q u 'e l l e  c o h a b ite  avec l'hom m e, e t  c ' e s t  
p ou rqu oi l e s  id é e s  d 'é m a n c ip a t io n  don t on nous re b a t  a ctu e lle m e n t 
l e s  o r e i l l e s  me sem blen t a b s u r d e s . ' G il  B laB . 1 February 1895»
8 0 . M .-T . D ressay , 'L e  V id e  e t  l e  p le in  dans La-Bas de J . -E .
H uysm ans', th èse de 3e c y c l e ,  U n iv e r s ité  de P ÿ s  X , 1975» p .1 3 1 .
8 1 . I b id . »  p .1 3 1 .
8 2 . I b id . »  p p .137-38
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8 3 . 'C 'e s t  e l l e  q u i ee charge de to u te  1 'o b s c é n i t é  e n fo u ie  au 
fond  du coeu r hum ain, t e l  un d é v e r s o ir  d 'a n im a l i t é ,  un champ 
d 'épandage s i t u é  à  l ' é c a r t  des lu m iè r e s , où l 'o n  p e u t é ja c u le r  
à l o i s i r  l e s  té n é b re u se s  e t  répugnantes tendances du c o r p s . '
I b i d . ,  p .1 3 5 .
8 4 . D urtal i s  a c t u a l l y  a  town n ear A n g e rs . The name was su g g ested  
by Huysmans' f r i e n d  M ich el de L é z in ie r  ( s e e  Avec Huysmans. prome­
nades e t  s o u v e n ir s . 1928, ch a p ter  seven  'L e  Nom de I h ir t a l ' ) .
83 . In  h is  in t r o d u c t io n  to  an E n g lish  t r a n s la t io n  o f  L a -b a s .
Dennis W heatley t e l l s  us th a t 'The m a jo r ity  o f  B r i t is h  re a d e rs  
w i l l  be annoyed by the f i r s t  ch a p ter  o f  t h is  book and wonder 
what on ea rth  i t  i s  a l l  a b o u t ' (Sphere B ook s, 1974, p . 5 ) .
86 . L . B lo y , 'L 'I n c a r n a t io n  de l 'a d v e r b e ' ,  La Plume. 1 June 1891.
8 7 . 'L 'h i s t o i r e  de C i l l e s  de R ais  form e un c o n tr e p o in t  des p lu s  
ju s t e s  e t  des p lu s  s u b t i l s  avec l 'h i s t o i r e  de D u r ta l, e t  l e s  
e n tre t ie n s  docu m en ta ires  qui p o u rra ie n t  a lo u r d ir  l e  l i v r e ,  s o n t  
au c o n tr a ir e  un é lém en t de n a tu re l e t  de l i b e r t é '  (A . T h é r iv e , 
in  CTSJ. 8 , 1963 , p .9 4 ) .
'Q u 'i l  s 'a g i s s e  de ce  l i v r e ,  ou de l a  C athédrale  ou des 
F ou les de L ou rd es , l e  rom an cier J . -K .  Huysmans n 'a  ja m a is  
r é u s s i  a perdre  l a  d é te s t a b le  h ab itude n a t u r a l is t e  de se 
docum enter, e t  c ’ e s t  l e  p o id s  des docum ents qui r a l e n t i t  l e  
seu l mouvement q u i nous e n tr a în e , c e lu i  d 'u n e  âme en chem in '
(R . R an ters , i b i d . ,  p .1 8 ) .
88 . 'Deux s p e c t a c le s  d 'h o r r e u r , mais l 'u n  pour i l l u s t r e r ,  au 
d é p a rt , l a  m ystique b lanch e e t  l 'a u t r e ,  en f i n a l e ,  pour i l l u s t r e r  
l a  m ystique n o i r e ,  seuls q u ' i l  s o i t  p a r lé  jam ais de l 'u n e  n i de 
l 'a u t r e . '  P . C ogny, in t r o d u c t io n  to  L a -b a s . (G arn ier-F lam m arion ) 
1978, p .2 7 .
89« Barbey d 'A u r e v i l l y ,  'Le D essous de c a r t e s  d 'u n e  p a r t ie  de 
w h is t ' ,  Les D ia b o i io û e s . (G arn ier-F lam m arion ) 1967, p .2 0 2 .
90 . 'I n  our e y e s ,  the demons are bad and re p r e h e n s ib le  w ish e s , 
d e r iv a t iv e s  o f  in s t in c t u a l  im pu lses th a t  have been re p u d ia te d  and 
re p r e ss e d . We m ere ly  e lim in a te  the p r o je c t i o n  o f  th ese  m ental 
e n t i t i e s  in t o  the e x te r n a l  w orld  w hich th e  m iddle ages  c a r r ie d  
o u t ; in s te a d , we re g a rd  them as h av in g  a r is e n  in  the p a t i e n t 's  
in te rn a l l i f e ,  where they have t h e ir  a b o d e . '
Sigmund F reu d, 'A  S even teen th -C en tu ry  D em on ologica l N e u r o s is ',  
Complete Works ( e d .  J .  S tr a c h e y ) , 1961, v o l .  19» p .7 2 .
91 . See C. M aingon, L 'U n iv ers  a r t i s t iq u e  de J .-K . Huysmans.
1977, p .1 4 4 .
92 . Now in  the S t a a t l i c h e  Runst h a l l e ,  K a rlsru h e .
93« 'T o rtu re d  a lm ost to  the p o in t  o f  h y s t e r ia ,  g ro te sq u e  y e t  
su b lim e, (th e  K arls^ ru h e C r u c i f ix io n )  h as  the cu r io u s  e f f e c t  o f  
lo o k in g  back to  t h e u o t h i c  a r t i s t s  and forw ard  to  the Baroque 
m asters a t  the same tim e . I t  i s  an u n com forta b le  b u t d e e p ly  
moving work in  w hich  c r u e l t y ,  e c s t a s y ,  h o r r o r ,  and com passion
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meet on an in te n s e  l e v e l .  E veryth in g  th a t  i s  most r e p e l le n t  
and most adm irable in  German a r t  i s  summed up in  i t . '
E . Newton, European P a in t in g  and S c u lp tu r e . 1962 (1 9 4 1 ) ,  p .1 8 4 .
9 4 . Simone de B eau vo ir , o p . c i t . ,  p .2 6 ,  p .3 8 .
93« H. M iln e r , o p . e i t .
9 6 . M. M iln e r , *L a -b a st l 'é c r i t u r e  dans l e  rom a n ', RSH. 1 7 0 -7 1 , 
1978, p .1 9 .
97» Bence t o o  D u r ta l 's  fa s c in a t io n  w ith  the s in  o f  'P yg m a lion ism '
—  the a r t i s t  com m itting in c e s t  w ith  a  c re a tu re  o f  h is  im a g in a t io n  
(1 1 ,3 4 ) .  S im ila r  r e f l e c t i o n s  are foun d  in  'L e  C arnet v e r t ' ,  p .2 8 .
9 8 . Quoted in  L . D e ffo u x  and E. Z a v ie , Le Groupe de Medan. 1920 , 
p .2 6 3 .
9 9 . The e x p re s s io n  'E t  p u i s . . .  e t  p u i s . . . '  (1 ,1 7 6 )  becomes 
som ething o f  a t i c .  Compare ' l l  c o n t in u a it  a tou rn er  su r l u i -  
même, sans avan cer d 'u n  p a s ' ( 1 , 16 6 ) ;  'a u  fo n d , i l  ne s a v a i t  
mâme p lu s , à  fo r c e  de s 'ê t r e  rabâché c e t t e  h i s t o i r e ,  s ' i l  a im a it  
mieux sa chim ère même am oin d rie  ou c e t t e  H yacinthe qu i n 'a m è n e r a it  
du moins p a s , danB l a  r é a l i t é ,  l a  d é s i l l u s i o n . . . '  ( 1 ,1 7 3 ) «
100. See n o te  64 a b ove , f o r  exam ple.
101 . G. B oucher, One séa n ce  de s p ir i t is m e  chez J . -K .  Huysmans. n .d .
102 . See J .  B u ret, o p . c i t .  Huysmans a p p a ren tly  t o ld  Myriam 
Harry h is  room  was swarming w ith  'd i a b l o t i n s '  ( s e e  T r o is  om bres. 
193 2 ,p .3 2 ) .
103. Compare L a -b a s . 1 1 ,1 2 7 , 11 ,217«
104. Huysmans r a is e s  t h i s  problem  o f  the dem arcation  betw een 
' l a  grande n é v r o s e ' and satan ism  once a ga in  in  h is  p r e fa c e  to  
JuleB B o is 's  Le Satanism e e t  la  m agie. 1895. I f  one lo o k s  a t  
a work l ik e  C harcot and R ic h e r 's Les Démoniaques dans l ' a r t  
(1 8 8 7 ), one does f in d  th a t  Huysmans' c r i t i c i s m s  are  to  a g r e a t  
e x te n t j u s t i f i e d !  the s ta g e s  o f  a h y s t e r i c a l  a t ta c k  are  d e s c r ib e d  
in  d e t a i l ,  but l i t t l e  o r  no attem pt i s  made to  e x p la in  the c a u s e s . 
See a ls o  I l z a  V e ith , H y s te r ia »  the H is to ry  o f  a D is e a s e . C h ic a g o / 
London, 1965«
U lt im a te ly , how ever, one f e e l s  th a t  the s c i e n t i f i c  and 
r e l ig io u s  a t t i t u d e s  are J u s t  n o t co m p a tib le ! as Mary A n ita  
Ewer sa y s , ' i f  the m y s t i c 's  e x p e r ie n ce  o f  h is  r e la t io n s h ip  t o  
the D eity  i s  p a t h o lo g ic a l  in  t o t o . where can the l in e  be drawn 
by which any r e l i g io u s  e x p e r ie n ce  can be co n s id e re d  w h olesom e? '
A Survey o f  M y stica l Sym bolism . London/New Y ork , 1933» p .2 0 2 .
Huysmans in  f a c t  a ttem p ted  to  o b ta in  a c o n s u lt a t io n  w ith  
C harcot f o r  Anna M eunier, but saw Dr P ie r r e  M arie in s t e a d .
( L e ttre s  à P r in s . 21 June 1889, p .1 6 8 . )
1 0 5 . ' l l  e s t  à l a  f o i s  r a t i o n a l i s t e  e t  m ystique p arce  q u ' i l  
v o u d ra it  t o u t  com prendre e t  p lu s p a r t ic u liè re m e n t  l ' i n c o n n a i s s a b l e . '
H.-M. G a llo t ,  op . c i t . ,  p .5 1 •
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10 6 . C . M aurras, La Revue e n c y c lo p é d iq u e . 1 A p r il  1895.
107. 'C e t t e  v i s io n  du^M oyen-Age, t e l  q u ' i l  nous a p p a r a ît ,  à 
tra v e rs  l e s  pages de L a -b a s . s e n t  un peu  l 'im a g e r ie  d 't ip in a l ,  
avec ses  v i f s  c o n tr a s te s  de c o u le u rs  e t  s e s  o p p o s it io n s  sans 
n u an ces. Mais ce  p o u r r a it  b ie n  8 tr e  c e  q u i ,  a  l 'o r i g i n e ,  
s é d u it  Huysmanst i l  éprou ve à c e t t e  époqu e un v i f  d é s i r  de 
s t y l i s e r ,  ca r  l 'e x p é r ie n c e  l u i  a p rou vé  qu 'une a n a lyse  tr o p  
s u b t i l e ,  en  je t a n t  su r  chaque d é t a i l  une im p la ca b le  lu m iè re , 
l a i s s e ,  en m&me temps que l e s  q u a l i t é s ,  v o i r  l e s  d e fa u ts , e t  
d é ç o i t . ' P . Cogny, J . -K .  Huysmans à  l a  re ch e rch e  de l 'u n i t é .
1953, p .136.
108 . And perhaps n o t  so  v e ry  d i f f e r e n t  from  the e v o c a t io n  o f  
the s p i r i t  o f  the tim e a t  the b e g in n in g  o f  J . H u iz in g a 's  The 
Waning o f  the M iddle A ges . 1976 ( 1 9 2 4 ) .
109. In  BSH, 6 9 , 1978.
110 . I b i d . ,  p .3 9 , p .4 1 .
111 . T . T od orov , I n t r o d u c t io n  à l a  l i t t é r a t u r e  fa n t a s t iq u e .
1970, p .2 9 ,  p .3 6 .
112. Each ch a p ter  o f  L a-bas g e n e r a l ly  c o v e rs  one day , and the 
e p is o d e s  d e a l in g  w ith  G i l l e s  de R a is ,  Mme C h an telou ve, and C arhaix  
a l t e r n a t e .  C hapters th ir te e n  to  se v e n te e n  i n c lu s iv e ,  f o r  exam ple, 
re co u n t f i v e  s u c c e s s iv e  d a y s .
113 . Thus we see D u rta l l i g h t i n g  a  c i g a r e t t e  and th row in g coke 
on the f i r e  in  ch a p ter  o n e . Compare 1 ,7 5 ;  1 ,1 2 4 ; 1 ,1 3 4 ; 1 ,1 4 0 ; 
1,219; 11,65; 11,75; H ,78.
114 . Compare 'L e  C arnet v e r t ' ,  p .1 2 2 t  'un  homme t r a v a i l l a n t  sur 
l e  moyen-&ge -  ami du sonneur -  v iv a n t  l à  haut -  dom inant l 'o r d u r e  
à 100 l i e u e s  -e n  l ' a i r  -  ' .
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NOTES TO CHAPTER SIX
The q u o ta t io n  by E rn est H e llo  i s  from  'Du genre f a n t a s t iq u e ' ,
Revue f r a n ç a i s e . November 1858. The q u o ta t io n  by Huysmans i s  
taken from  R obert B a ld ick , La V ie  de J . -K .  Huysmans. 1958, p .3 1 2 .
1 . P. C ogny, J .-K . Buysmans à l a  re ch e rch e  de l ’ u n i t é . 1 9 5 3 .
R . B a ld ic k , o p . c i t .^
M.M. B e lv a l .  Des tén èbres à l a  lu m iè re : é ta p e s  de l a  pensée 
m ystique de J .-K . Huysmans. 1988.
H. B a c h e lin , J .-K . Huysmans: du n a tu ra lism e  l i t t é r a i r e  au 
n a tu ra lism e  m ystiqu e. 19 26 .
2 . En r o u te  s o ld  in  s ix  weeks as many c o p ie s  as L a-bas in  th ree 
yea rs  (1 0 ,0 0 0  c o p i e s ) ;  La C ath édra le  s o ld  in  a month what En rou te  
s o ld  in  th re e  y e a r s . See L e t tr e s  in é d i t e s  à Ari.1 P r in s . G eneva,
1977 ( l e t t e r s  o f  1 A p r il  1895 and 28 F ebruary 1 8 9 8 ) .
S ix  o u t  o f  the seven la r g e  books o f  p re ss  c u t t in g s  kept- in  the 
Fonds Lam bert o f  the B ib lio th è q u e  de l 'A r s e n a l  a re  d ev o ted  to  
Huysmans' C a th o lic  w orks, an in d ic a t io n  o f  t h e i r  r e l a t i v e  c e l e b r i t y .
3 . J .  R oa ch , 'The Themes and T echniques in  the P r e -c o n v e r s io n  
N ovels o f  J . -K .  Huysm ans', Ph.D . t h e s is ,  U n iv e r s ity  o f  K e e le ,
1970, p .9 0 .
4 .  Myriam H arry, T ro is  om bres. 1932, p .4 3 .
5 . See M. I s s a c h a r o f f ,  J .-K . Huysmans devan t l a  c r i t iq u e  en F ran ce.
1970 and H. T a lv a r t  and J .  P la c e , B ib lio g r a p h ie  des a u te u rs  modernes 
de lan gu e f r a n ç a is e , v o l .  IX , 1949.
6 . E liz a b e th  M. F ra se r , Le Renouveau r e l i g i e u x  d 'a p r è s  l e  roman 
fr a n ç a is  de 1886 à 1914. 1934, p .1 3 5 .
7 . L . B ron , J .-K . Huysmans d 'a p r è s  des docum ents i n é d i t s , n . d . ,  p p .26-27
8 . A cc o rd in g  to  F ra n ço ise  G a i l la r d ,  ' l a  f o i . . .  perm et de r e tro u v e r  
non seu lem en t une r a is o n  aux ch o s e s , m ais a u s s i  une form e d 'é l e c t i o n
four s o i ,  une su rn a tu re . ' 'De l*a n tip h ys is  a l a  p seu d op h y sis  l 'e x e m p le  d 'A re b o u rs ) ' .  Romantisme. 3 0 , 1980, p .8 2 .
9 . M a rie -L ou ise  I s s a u r a t -D e s la e f , ' L a -b a s : lo g iq u e  e t  s ig n i f i c a t i o n  
du f a n t a s t iq u e ' ,  BSH. 69 , 1978.
10 . Z o la  d i s l ik e s  the word 'r o m a n ': 'c e  mot en tra în e^ u n e  id é e  de 
c o n te , d 'a f f a b u l a t i o n ,  de f a n t a i s i e ,  q u i Jure s in g u liè r e m e n t  avec 
l e s  p ro ce s -v e rb a u x  que nous d re s s o n s ' ( 'D u  rom a n ', Le Roman 
e x p é r im e n ta l. X ,1 2 9 7 ) .
W hile Edmond de C oncourt remarked to  J u le s  H uret: ' l e  roman 
e s t  un gen re  u s é , é c u lé ,  qui a d i t  to u t  ce  q u ' i l  a v a it  à d i r e ,  un 
genre d o n t  J 'a i  to u t  f a i t  pour tu er l e  romane s o u e . pour en f a i r e  
des s o r t e s  d 'a u to b io g r a p h ie s , de mémoires de gens qui n 'o n t  pas 
d 'h i s t o i r e . '  Enquête sur l 'é v o l u t i o n  l i t t é r a i r e . 1891, p .1 6 8 .
11 . See L e t tr e s  à P r in s . 25 May 1893«
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1 2 . L e ttre s  in é d i t e »  à ¿m ile  Z o la .  G e n e v a /L i l le , 1953, p .1 4 4 .
13 . J .F . F ra n ch e t , ' L a -h y it . l e  r e fu s  ou l a  r a t u r e ' ,  in  M élanges 
P ie rre  Lambert co n sa cre s  a J .-K , Huysmans. 1975 , p .1 8 0 .
14 . H. B a ld ic k , o p . o i t . ,  p .3 6 5 .
15 . For exam ple, an anonymous B r i t i s h  re v ie w e r  o f  The C ath ed ra l 
in  L it e r a t u r e . 26 March 1898» ' The C athedral i s  u t t e r l y  d e v o id
o f  in c id e n t  and movement, more opposed  to  the g e n e r a l law s o f  
f i c t i o n  than even  En B ou te . I t  i s , i n d e e d ,  a t r e a t i s e ,  pure and 
s im p le , s e t  f o r t h  in  the form  o f  a  lo n g  and d i s jo i n t e d  m on ologu e, 
w ith  here and th ere  a few  words from  one o f  the b ysta n d ers  —  the 
two p r ie s t s  and an o ld  s e rv a n t . ( . . . )  A l l  t h is  i s  in t e r e s t in g  
and i n s t r u c t i v e ,  but.w hy M. Huysmans sh ou ld  have p u t h im s e lf  to  
the tro u b le  o f  c lo a k in g  h is  p h ilo so p h y  and h is  h is t o r y  in  the ga rb  
o f  f i c t i o n  we f a i l  to  u n d e rs ta n d .'
16 . L e t te r  o f  26 May 1897. Quoted in  J .  D a ou st, Les Debuts 
b é n é d ic t in s  _d e_J . -K , Huysmans. Abbaye de S a in t -W a n d r i l le , 1950 ,
p p .1 20- 2 1 .
1 7 . 14 O ctob er  1896 . I b i d . ,  p p .1 14 -1 5«
18 . 13 A p r il  1898 , Fonds Lambert 45«
19 . L e t te r  to  E s q u ir o l ,  l a t e  O cto b e r  1901s ' J ' a i  commencé L 'O b la t . 
mais 9a va  ê t r e  d u r iu s cu le  à m ettre  en p la c e , l a  l i t u r g i e ,  e t  pas 
b ien  joy eu x  pour l e  l e c t e u r ,  j ' e n  a i  p e u r . E n fin , j e  l u i  r e s s e r v i r a i  
sa Madame B a v o il  pour un b r in  l 'é g a y e r . '  Quoted in  A. B i l l y ,
Huysmans e t  c i e . 19 6 3 , p .1 8 1 .
2 0 . R. B essèd e , La C rise  de l a  c o n s c ie n ce  c a th o l iq u e  dans l a  
l i t t é r a t u r e  e t  l a  nensee f r a n ç a is e s  a l a  f in  du XIXe s i e c l e . 1975 , p .4 0 0 .
21 . Huysmans, qu oted  by L . D esca ves , En r o u t e ■ 1 1 ,3 1 7 .
22 . Quoted in  J . D aoust, op . c i t . ,  p .7 1 , p . 8 5 .
2 3 . I b i d . ,  p .8 5 .
2 4 . I b i d . ,  p .7 1 .  C f .  l e t t e r  to  P r in s  o f  8 March 1896.
2 5 . A ccord in g  to  James Lavers 'T h ere  can be l i t t l e  doubt th a t  in  
th is  accou n t o f  D u r t a l 's  c o n fe s s io n  and a b s o lu t io n  we have an 
a u th e n tic  fragm en t o f  Huysmans' a u to b io g ra p h y . T h is  i s  what makes 
i t  so  m o v in g .' The F i r s t  D ecad en t. 1954, p .1 7 3 .
2 6 . Abbé A. M ugnier, J . -K . Huysmans à l a  T rap p e. 1927, p .1 1 .
2 7 . A fte r  L à -b a s . 'c e  n 'é t a i t  p lu s  Huysmans q u i c r é a i t  D u r ta l , 
mais D urtal q u i m enait Huysm ans.' F. Coçny and A.  A r t in ia n ,
' La-H aut, ou l a  genèse d 'En R ou te ' .  in  L a -h a u t. Casterm an,
T ou rn a i, 1965 , p . 1 6 .
2 8 . ' La-H aut, beaucoup p lu s  n ettem en t q u 'E n _R ou te , marque c e t t e  
s o r te  de r e c u l  apeuré devant l a  Gx8.ce , ce  r e fu s  de l ' ê t r e  devan t
un inconnu qu i l u i  f a i t  peur a u ta n t q u ' i l  l e  t e n t e . . . '  I b i d . ,  p . 3 6 .
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29 . Quoted by Edmond de C on cou rt , J o u r n a l . 7 March 1895 , X X I ,22 .
30 . 'L a  m a lad ie , l a  le n t e  m aladie q u i é t e ig n a i t  presqu e doucem ent 
l a  v ie  de madame G e r v a is a is , l a  p h t i s i e ,  a id a i t  s in g u liè r e m e n t  l e  
m ystic ism e , l 'e x t a t i s m e ,  l 'a s p i r a t i o n  de ce  c o r p s ,  deven an t un e s p r i t ,  
v e rs  l e  su rn a tu re l de l a  s p i r i t u a l i t é .
L 'am aigrissem en t de l ' e t i s i e ,  l a  d im in u tion  e t  l a  con som p tion  du 
m u scle , l a  mort commençante e t  g r a d u e lle  de l a  c h a ir  sou s  l e  ravage 
caverneux du m al, l a  d e m a té r ia l is a t io n  c r o is s a n t e  de l ' ê t r e  physique 
l 'e n l e v a i e n t  to u jo u rs  un peu p lu s  v e r s  l e s  f o l i e s  s a in t e s  e t  l e s  
d é l i c e s  h a llu c in é e s  de l 'a m o u r  r e l i g i e u x . '
Madame G e r v a is a is . F a squ e lle /F la m m a rion , n . d . ,  p .2 3 6 .
31 . E . D rougard, how ever, s e e s  the co n v e rs io n  n o t  as a r e in t e g r a t io n ,  
but as a  detachm ent from  m a tte r . 'C 'e s t  l a  re ch e rch e  e t  l e  g oû t de 
l ' a r t i f i c i e l ,  auxquels Les E s s e in te s  se  trou ve  amené par sa  déchéance 
ph ysiqu e^ et qu i e s t  d é jà  un détachem ent de l a  m a t iè r e , ^du " r é e l "  
humain, à  un prem ier d e g ré . Ce détachem ent de l a  m a t iè r e , r e n fo r c é  
par l e  r é v e i l  r e l ig ie u x  con com itan t ( in c o n s c ie n t  d 'a b o r d ,  mais 
p r o g r e s s i f )  a b o u tira  n a tu re lle m e n t à  l a  co n v e rs io n  c a th o l iq u e  e t
a l a  v ie  m y s t iq u e .' 'Du nouveau s u r  A R ebours ' .  BSH. 7 ,  1932, p p .2 2 9 -3 0 .
32 . For exam ple, En r o u t e . I ,7 1 j  1 ,1 4 2 }  I ,1 5 9 î  1 ,2 7 5 .
33« An a lt e r n a t iv e  s o lu t io n  i s  the tem p ta tion  o f  s t a s i s  p roposed  
by t h e d i a b o l i c  v o ic e  in  En r o u t e : ' l a  v r a ie  b o n té , e l l e  e û t  con ­
s i s t é  à ne r ie n  in v e n te r , a ne r ie n  c r é e r ,  à l a i s s e r  t o u t  en l ' é t a t ,  
dans l e  n éa n t, en p a ix ! ' ( 1 1 ,1 8 6 ) .  C f .  the lu n a r  voyage in  En r a d e .
34 . C f .  the im agery o f  the la n d sca p e  o f  the s o u l ,  En r o u t e . 1 1 ,1 9 1 .
3 5 . 'Ce volume m 'a c r e v é  e t  i l - me d é g o û te , ca r  j e  n 'a i  pu p a rv e n ir
a f a i r e  ce  q u 'i l  f a l l a i t .  C 'e s t  p&le e t  g n o l l e .  Mais comment ren dre  
des se n sa t io n s  q u 'on  ne peut d é m ê le r , des s e n s a t io n s  in e x p r im a b le s ? ' 
Huysmans to  A. L au zet, 4 January 189 5 , Fonds Lambert 4 9 .
36 . 'S eu lem en t, i l  fa u t  a v o ir  R e ss e n ti  c e l a ,  par so i-m êm e, pour 
y c r o i r e ! '  ( En r o u t e . 1 1 ,2 0 2 ) .
37 . B a ch e lin , who in  f a c t  i s  sym p a th etic  to  Huysmans, p o in t s  out 
'c e t t e  savoureuse c o n t r a d ic t io n  fondam en tale  <ju'on r e le v e  e n tre  la  
s p i r i t u a l i t é ,  qui v o u d ra it  s 'é p u r e r ,  de ses  d é s i r s  d 'u n e  v i e  a l lé g é e  
de tous b e so in s  physiques e t  c h a r n e ls ,  e t  l a  m a t é r ia l i t é  p e r s is ta n te  
des d e s c r ip t io n s  q u ' i l  en f a i t . '  O p. c i t . , p . 1 5 6 .
38 . ' En routeje s t  à mon sens un l i v r e  qu i échappe au jugem ent 
l i t t é r a i r e . C 'e s t  avant to u t  un g u id e , au sens l e  p lu s  u t i l i t a i r e  
du mot» un gu ide in d isp e n sa b le  pour l e  n éoph yte  h e s it a n t  au bord 
du royaume de l a  j o i e . '  F ra n ço is  M a u riac , p r e fa c e  to  En r o u t e .
Im prim erie N a tio n a le , 1954, p .2 5 .
See a ls o  H .B .T . B ran dreth , Huysmans. 1963«
39« G eorge O rw ell, how ever, w on ders: 'How many Homan C a t h o l ic s  
have been good n o v e l i s t s ?  ' Even the h an dfu l one co u ld  name have 
u s u a lly  been bad C a t h o l ic s .  The n o v e l i s  p r a c t i c a l l y  a P r o te s ta n t  
form o f  a r t ;  i t  i s  a p ro d u ct o f  the f r e e  m ind, o f  the autonom ous 
i n d i v id u a l . '  'I n s id e  the W h a le ', S e le c t e d  E ssa y s . (P en g u in ) 1957, p .3 9 .
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4 0 . 'R ie n , s in on  l a  le c t u r e  même du p a q u et, ne p o u r r a it  m ontrer 
l 'in co m p a r a b le  s o t t i s e  des c o n v e r s a t io n s  e n tre  D u rta l e t  ses  deux 
abbés d on t l 'a b b é  Plomb, l ' i n e f f a b l e  abbé Plom b, e n t r e t ie n s  d 'u n  
ennui à tu e r  l e s  m ouches, où chacun ap p orte  son  p e t i t  ca rn e t  de 
n o tes  a r c h é o lo g iq u e s , h a g io g ra p h iq u e s , l i t u r g iq u e s  ou e x é g é t iq u e s , 
avec to u te s  l e s  r é fé r e n c e s )  où l e s  p lu s  savan ts  bouqu ins e t ,  autan t 
que p o s s ib l e ,  l e s  p lu s  in co n n u s , o n t  é t é  mis a c o n t r ib u t io n  par ce s  
t r o i s  bavards qui d égorgen t leurB  l e c t u r e s ,  pendant des h eu res ,
sans ja m a is  o b te n ir  l a  g râ ce  d 'u n  a p e rçu , d 'u n  p â le  t r a i t  de lu m iè re , 
d 'u n  sem blant de co n c lu s io n  su r qu oi que ce  s o i t . '
Léon B loy  on La C ath éd ra le  in  'L e s  D e rn ie re s  C olonnes de l ' é g l i s e ' ,  
O euvres. 1965, I V ,257 .
In La Femme pauvre Huysmans appears a s 'F o la n t in 'i^ 'L é o p o ld  
n 'é t a i t  pas de l 'e c o l e  des R ares q u i d é co u v re n t to u t  à coup l e  
c a th o lic is m e  dans un v i t r a i l  ou dans un ne\pe de p la in -c h a n t , e t  
qui v o n t ,  comme F o la n t in , se  'd ocu m en ter ' à l a  Trappe sur l 'e s t h é t iq u e  
de l a  p r iè r e  e t  l e  ga lb e  du ren on cem en t. I l  ne d i s a i t  p a s , à l ' i n s t a r  
de c e t  im b é c i le ,  qu 'u n  s e r v i c e  fu n èbre  a p lu s  de grandeur qu 'une 
messe n u p t ia le ,  p e r s u a d é ,.ju s q u 'a u  p lu s  in tim e  de sa  r a is o n ,  que 
to u te s  l e s  form es de l a  L it u r g ie  s o n t  éga lem ent s a in te s  e t  r e d o u ta b le s . 
I l  ne p e n s a it  pas non p lu s  qu 'u n e a r c h it e c t u r e  s p é c ia le  fû t  
in d isp e n sa b le  aux é la n s  de l a  d é v o t io n  e t  ne s o n g e a it  p as , une 
m inute, à se demander s ' i l  é t a i t  sou s un p le in  c in t r e  ou sous un 
t i e r s - p o i n t ,  quand i l  s 'a g e n o u i l l a i t  devan t un a u t e l . '
O euvres. 1972, V I I ,198 . The exam ples are from  En r o u t e .
4 1 . Conor C ru ise O 'B rien  (a s  D. 0 ’ D o n n e ll ) ,  M aria  C ro s s . 1954. 
H e n r ie t te  P s ic h a r i ,  Les C o n v e rt is  de l a  B e lle  Epoque J ï"971, p .4 0 .
4 2 . La Femme p au vre , p .4 2 .
43« 'T o u t  homme qui p ro d u it  un a c te  l i b r e  p r o je t t e  sa  p e r s o n n a lité  
dans l ' i n f i n i .  S ’ i l  donne de mauvais co e u r  un sou  à un pauvre, ce 
sou p e rce  l a  main du p au vre , tom be, p e rce  l a  t e r r e ,  trou e  l e s  
s o l e i l s ,  tra v e rse  l e  firm am ent e t  compromet l 'u n i v e r s . '
Le D é se sp é ré . O eu vres. 1964, I I I ,  113 . The op e n in g  paragraph o f  
ch a pter XLV ( p p .1 73 -7 4 ) p ro v id e s  a n oth er  s t r i k in g  e x a m p le .
4 4 . For in s ta n c e , D u r t a l 's  grum bles abou t hiB h ou sekeeper in  the 
f i r s t  ch a p te r  o f  L 'O b la t .
4 5 . Quoted by H enri M itteran d  in  L ou rd es . V I I ,4 7 8 .
4 6 . L ou rd es . V I I ,391 .
4 7 . Le D ésesp éré , p .1 3 7 .
4 8 . H.M. G r i f f i t h s ,  The R e a c t io n a ry  R é v o lu t io n . 1966.
Joyce 0. L ow rie , The V io le n t  MyBtioue: th em a tics  o f  r é t r ib u t io n  
and e x p ia t io n  in  B a lza c . Barbey d ’ Aurev i l l y .  B loy .a n d  Huysmans.
Geneva, 1974.
4 9 . 'L 'h o r r e u r  de l a  c h a ir  p la ce  l e  c r u c i f i x  —  une charoçne c lo u é e  
sur deux pou tres  —  au c e n tr e  du c u lt e  c a t h o l iq u e ,  de p ré fé re n ce  à 
to u t  a u tre  sym bole c h r é t ie n ,  l e  C h r is t  rayon n ant de l a  T ra n s fig u ra t io n  
par exem ple . E lle  se d étou rn e  réso lu m en t du dogme de l a  r é s u r r e c t io n  
de l a  c h a ir ,  e t  v eu t ig n o r e r  que Jésu s chaque f o i s  q u ' i l  re n co n tre  le  
sexe —  mSme sous l a  forme a n t i - s o c ia l e  de l a  p r o s t i t u t io n  ou de 
l 'a d u l t è r e  —  prend sa  d é fe n se  co n tre  l a  c o l e r e  des p h a r i s ie n s . '
M ichel T o u rn ie r , Le Vent P a r a d e t . 1977, p .6 2 .
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5 0 . J .O . L ow rie , o p . c i t . ,  p .1 4 2 .
5 1 . I b i d . ,  p .7 1 .
5 2 . I b i d . ,  p .6 5 .  C f .  M. Hudwin. Lee É c r iv a ins d ia b o l iq u e s  de 
F ran ce . 1937, p .7 8 : 'Au l i e u  du demon o b j e c t i f ,  Barbey n ou s d é c r i t ,  
su r to u t  dans ses  D ia b o liq u e s  (1 8 7 4 ) ,  des m a n ife s ta t io n s  s u b je c t iv e s  
de m aladies p sy ch iq u es  r e v o ta n t  l e s  form es d 'u n e  d é m o n ia lité  ou 
d 'u n e d ém on oph ob ie .'
53 . B . M. G r i f f i t h s ,  o p . c i t . ,  p p .9 8 -99 »
54 . B .S a rr a s in , 'S a n g , fe u  ou q u o i?  La c r i s e  de l ' i d é e  s a c r i f i c i e l l e  
dans l 'o e u v r e  de Léon B lo y ',  Romantisme. 3 1 , 1981 , p.39>
55 . H. J u in , É c r iv a in s  de 1 'a v a n t - s i è c l e . 1972, p .1 4 1 .
56 . R . Doumic, 'L e s  Décadens du c h r is t i a n i s m e ',  Revue d es  deux
mondes. 15 March 1895 , p .4 6 8 . For P ie  D u p loyé , D urtal rem ains 'un d éca ­
dent c h r é t ie n , un b i b e l o t i e r  du c u l t e '  ( Huysmans. 1968 , p . 5 2 ) .
57« A cco rd in g  to  Mary A n ita  Ewer, m yB tics f e e l  the 'u lt im a t e  
s a n c t it y  and d iv in e  s ig n i f i c a n c e  o f  a l l  o b j e c t s ' .
A Survey o f  M y st ica l Sym bolism . London/New Y ork , 1933» p .1 0 3 .
58 . L ou rd es . V I I , 1 7 -1 8 , 3 5 .
59 . I b i d . ,  V I I ,380 .
60 . R . de Gourmont, 'Une r e l i g i o n  d 'a r t ' ,  La C u lture des i d é e s .
1 9 1 6 , 1 2 th  e d . ,  p . 1 3 6 .
6 1 . M. Thomas, 'Un a v e n tu r ie r  de l a  m ystiqu e : l 'a b b é  B o u l la n ',
CTSJ. 8 , 1963, p p .1 2 0 -2 1 .
62 . I b i d . ,  p .1 2 0 , p .1 2 9 . B. J u in , o p . c i t . ,  p .1 4 1 .
63 . La Femme P au vre . p .1 9 2 . B loy  a p p a re n tly  b e lie v e d  h im s e l f  to  
be a 'p a r r i c i d e '  because he c a lc u la te d  th a t  h is  fa th e r  had d ie d  a t 
the v ery  hour he was making lo v e  to  Anne-M arie R o u lé . See Conor 
C ru ise  O 'B r ie n , o p . c i t . ,  p .2 0 9 .
64 . 'P ou r nous d é c r ir e  ce r ig ou reu x  dénuement e t  c e t t e  p r o d ig ie u s e  
m a g n ifice n ce , Huysmans a re co u rs  a to u te  l a  magie de son s t y l e .  Les 
sa n ies  b r i l l e n t  comme du q u a rtz , l e s  u lc è r e s  f l a i r e n t  l a  ca n n e lle  e t  
nous ne savons p lu s  s i  l e s  larm es g e lé e s  ne so n t pas de b r i l l a n t e s  
s t a l a c t i t e s  e t  l e s  p la ie s  de p ré c ie u x  r u b i s . '
C h r is t ia n e  A im ery, J .-K . Huysmans. 1944, p .2 1 .
6 5 . S a in te  Lydw ine. 1 ,8 2 .
66 . M ysticism  i s  'c e t t e  s c ie n c e  qui a se s  l o i s ,  qu i p eu t annoncer 
d 'avan ce  l a  p lu p a r t  des phénomènes p r o d u its  dans une &me lo r s q u e  
Dieu l a  m anipule e t  qu i s u i t  a u ss i n ettem en t l e s  o p é ra t io n s  
s p i r i t u e l l e s  que l a  p h y s io lo g ie  ob serve  l e s  é t a t s  d i f f é r e n t s
des c o r p s . '  Huysmans to  J u les  H uret, 1 January 1895, Fonds Lambert 4 9 .
67 . Huysmans appears a t  one p o in t  to  s u g g e s t  th a t a l l  i l l n e s s  i s  
a form  o f  e x p ia t io n  (S a in te  Lvdw ine. 1 1 ,1 2 5 ) .
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68 . B.M. G r i f f i t h s ,  o p . o i t . ,  p .1 7 5 ,
69 . B u t le r '8  L iv es  o f  the S a in ts  n o te s  'th e  ex tra v a g a n ces  and 
in a cc u ra c ie s  o f  Huysmans' S a in te  Lydwine de Schiedam w hich has 
gone through so  many e d i t i o n s . '  F or in s ta n ce  th a t  'A lth ou gh  
she i s  q u ite  commonly c a l le d  S a in t  Lydw ine, she has n ever been 
o f f i c i a l l y  ca n o n ise d , but h er c u l tu s  was fo r m a lly  con firm ed  by 
Pope Leo X III  in  1 8 9 0 . ' (R e v ise d  e d . ,  1953, v o l .  2 , p .9 8 . )
7 0 . M.M. B e lv a l , o p . c i t . ,  p p .68- 69 .
7 1 . Quoted by R.M. G r i f f i t h s ,  o p .  c i t . ,  p .6 8  n .3 9 .
B loy had a lre a d y  n oted  in  h is  rev iew  o f  A re b o u rs » 'L e  ca th o ­
l ic is m e  ne s u f f i t  pas à c e t  e n ra g é , parce  que l a  p resen ce  eucha­
r is t iq u e  r é e l l e  n 'e s t  pas a s s e z , i l  l u i  fa u t  l a  p résen ce  SENSIBLE, 
q u o iq u 'i l  ne l e  d is e  pas e t  q u o iq u e , p e u t -â t r e ,  i l  l ' i g n o r e . '
'L es R e p r é s a i l le s  du S p h in x ',  Le Chat n o i r . 14 June 1884.
72 . Quoted by R.M. G r i f f i t h s ,  o p .  c i t . ,  p .6 5 .
73 . E. M âle, L 'A r t  r e l ig ie u x  du X lI I e  s i è c l e  en F ran ce . (L iv r e  
de poche) 1968 (1 8 9 8 ) , v o l .  2 , p .243>
74 . Jacques de V o ra g in e , La Légende d o ré e , t r a n s la te d  J .-B .M . R oze , 
in t ro d u c t io n  by the R .P . H. S avon , 2 v o l s . ,  G arn ier-F lam m arion , 1967
75. I b i d . , 1 ,9 .
76 . I b i d . , 1 ,1 0 .
77 . I b i d . , 1 ,1 3 -1 4 .
—J 00 • I b i d . , 1 ,1 2 .
79 . I b i d . , 1 ,1 1 .
•0CD L e t t e r o f  30 December 1900, Fonds Lam bert 4 5 .
81 . Helen T r u d g i a n 's  a b r id g e d  e d i t i o n  o f  La C a th é d r a le
1936) om its  b o th  th e s e  e p i s o d e s ,  th u s  sh ow ing  the  p r u d is h n e s s  w h ich  
EuyBmans a c t u a l l y  d en ou n ces  in  t h e  b ook  (an d  w h ich  he c o n s i d e r e d  
t o  be t y p i c a l l y  E n g l i s h ! ) .  »
8 2 . J . -L .  S te in m etz , 'Sang s e n s ' ,  RSH. 1 7 0 -7 1 , 1978, p .8 3 .
8 3 . J .  Webb, The F l i g h t  from  R e a s o n . 1971, p .8 7 .
8 4 . See R . B a ld ick , o p . c i t . ,  p p .398-99«
F ran ço is  M auriac rem arks: ' i l  a vécu  dans sa  c h a ir ,  en quelques 
m ois, ce q u ' i l  a v a it  chanté avec d é le c t a t io n  durant q u e lqu es  années: 
l a  p ass ion  de son S e ign eu r e t  de son  D ieu ' ( o p .  c i t . ,  p .2 5 ) .
8 5 . M ich e lin e  T ison -B rau n , La C r is e  de l'hum anism e. 1958, v o l .  1 , 
p p .114-15«
86 . Les F ou les de L ou rd es , p p .9 3 -9 4 . A c e n tr a l  e p isod e  in  Z o la 's  
Lourdes* i s  the su pp osed ly  m ira cu lou s  cure o f  the p a ra ly sed  g i r l  
Marie de G u e rsa in t. Z o la  makes i t  c l e a r  th a t  her p a r a ly s is  i s  
h y s te r ic a l  in  o r i g i n .
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37. F or exaaple In L a -b a s . 1 ,1 7 5 -
88 . Marina Vamar, Alone o f  a l l  h er  S ex : th e  Myth and C u lt o f  the 
V irg in  Marr. 19 7 6 . p.310.
89- X . H a llo , op . c i t . ,  p .3 5 -  H e llo  i s  p r a is e d  in  both  A reh ou rs 
and La—b a a .
90. A . Bra ton ,p re fa ce  to  P . M a b il le ,  Le M ir o ir  du m e r v e il le u x .
1962, p . 1 6 .
91. X . B a l lo ,  op. o i t . ,  p .3 2 ;  A . B re to n , o p .  c i t . ,  p p .1 1 -1 2 .
9 2 ; • . . .a u jo u r d 'h u i ,  on ne p eu t p lu s  c r o i r e  à une r é a l i t é  immuable,
e x te rn e i n i à une l i t t é r a t u r e  q u i ne s e r a i t  que l a  t r a n s c r ip t io n  de 
o e tte  r é a l i t é .  Les mots o n t  gagné une autonom ie que l e s  ch oses  on t 
p e r d u e . '' T . T odorov , I n t r o d u c t io n  à l a  l i t t é r a t u r e  fa n t a s t iq u e . 
1970, p p .1 7 6 -77 - C f .  p .1 4 •
93- Ib id .- ,  p p .146-47-
9 4 . I b i d . ,  p .8 7 .
95- 'S a  con stan te  p ré o c cu p a tio n  s e r a  de re n d re  m a t é r ie l le s ,  
palpables,^ dV en tra în er à l a  fan ge  l e s  ch o s e s  l e s  p lu s p u res , 
l e s  p lu s  é th é r é e s , e t -d e  p lo n g e r  t o u t  id é a l  dans l a  m a tiè re . 
C 'e a t  l e  C h ris t  mourant comme un c h ie n : c ' e s t  s a in te  Agnes au 
lupanar; c 'e s t  l 'e x t a s e  des bons r e l i g i e u x  d é c r i t e  comme l ' é t a t  
de o a t a le p s ie  des s a t a n is t e s ;  c ' e s t  l e  f r è r e  Sim éon, s i  s a in t ,  
q u 'i l  n e t  d a n s -la  com pagnie des p ou rcea u x , l 'a n g e  dans l a  b ête  
e t  l a  b ê te  à l ’ é c u r i e . '  Abbé F . B e l l e v i l l e ,  La C onversion  de 
)M| Huysmans. B ourges, n .d .  ( 1 8 9 8 ) ,  p . 1 6 5 .
9 6 . E . H e llo , op . c i t . ,  p .3 5 -
97* b .  S a r r a z in ,  'A  p r o p o s  de q u e lq u e s  p a g e s  de B a c h e la r d .  P i e r r e s  
e t  p i e r r e r i e s :  l ' e x p é r i e n c e  s y m b o l iq u e  de J . - K .  H uysm ans ',  RSH. 133»
1969 • p . 106 .
9 8 . I b i d . ,  p .1 0 9 .
99- P . C la u d e l, Oeuvres en p r o s e . (P lé ia d e )  19 6 5 , p .3 4 9 -
100 . Quoted in  Fernande Z ayed , Huysmans p e in t r e  de son époqu e.
1973, P -1 57 .
101 . 'L a  sym boliqu e, qu i e s t  l a  s c ie n c e  d 'e m ç lo y e r  une f ig u r e  ou 
une image comme s ig n e  d 'u n e  a u tre  ch o s e , a e t e  l a  grande id e e  du 
moyen A ge, e t ,  sans e l l e ,  r ie n  de ce s  époqu es l o in t a in e s  ne
s 'e x p l i q u e . Sachant t r è s  b ien  q u 'i c i - b a s  t o u t  e s t  f ig u r e ,  que l e s  ê t r e s  
e t  que l e s  o b je t s  v i s i b l e s  s o n t ,  su iv a n t  l 'e x p r e s s i o n  de S a in t 
Denys 1 'A r é o p a g ite , l e s  im ages lum ineuses d es  i n v i s i b l e s ,  l ' a r t  
du moyen Age s 'a s s ig n a  l e  but d 'e x p r im e r  d es  sen tim en ts e t  des 
pen sées avec le s  form es m a t é r i e l l e s ,  v a r i é e s ,  de la  v i t r e  e t  de 
l a  p ie r r e  e t  i l  c r é a  un a lp h a b e t  à son u s a g e . '  Huysmans, T ro is  
é g l i s e s ■ 0C X I ,170.
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8 7 . For example in  L a -ba8 . 1 ,1 7 5 «
8 8 . Marina W arner, Alone o f  a i l  h er  S ex : th e  Myth and C u it o f  the 
V ir g in  Mary. 1976, p .3 1 0 .
89« E . H e llo , o p . c i t . ,  p .35*  H e llo  i s  p ra is e d  in  b oth  A reb ou rs  
and La-baB.
9 0 . A. B re to n ,p r é fa cé  to  P. M a b il le ,  Le M ir o ir  du m e r v e il le u x .
1962, p . 1 6 .
9 1 . E . H e llo , o p . c i t . ,  p .3 2 ; A. B re to n , o p .  c i t . ,  p p .1 1 -1 2 .
9 2 . ' . . . a u j o u r d 'h u i ,  on ne peut p lu s  c r o i r e  à une r é a l i t é  immuable, 
e x te r n e , n i  à une l i t t é r a t u r e  q u i ne s e r a i t  que l a  t r a n s c r ip t io n  de 
c e t t e  r é a l i t é .  L es mots on t gagné une autonom ie que l e s  ch o se s  on t 
p e r d u e . '• T. T od orov , I n tr o d u c t io n  à l a  l i t t é r a t u r e  fa n t a s t iq u e .
1970, p p .1 76 -7 7 . C f .  p .1 4 .
9 3 . I b id .- ,  p p .1 4 6 -4 7 .
9 4 . I b i d . ,  p .8 7 .
95« '6 a  con sta n te  p réoccu p a tion  s e ra  de ren d re  m a t é r ie l le s ,
p a lp a b le s , d 'e n t r a în e r  à l a  fan ge l e s  ch o se s  l e s  p lu s  p u res , 
l e s  p lu s  é th é r é e s , e t  de p lo n g e r  to u t  id é a l  dans l a  m a tiè re .
C 'e s t  l e  C h r is t  mourant comme un c h ie n : c ' e s t  s a in te  Agnès au 
lu p a n a r; c 'e s t  l 'e x t a s e  des bons r e l i g i e u x  d é c r i t e  comme l ' é t a t  
de c a t a le p s ie  des s a t a n is t e s ;  c ' e s t  l e  f r è r e  Sim éon, s i  s a in t ,  
q u ' i l  met dans l a  compagnie des p ou rcea u x , l 'a n g e  dans la  b ête  
e t  l a  b ête  à l ' é c u r i e . '  Abbé F . B e l l e v i l l e ,  La C on version  de 
M. Huysmans. B ou rges , n .d .  (1 8 9 8 ) ,  p .1 6 5 .
9 6 . E . H e llo , o p . c i t . ,  p .35 »
9 7 . B . S a r r a z i n ,  'A  p r o p o s  de q u e lq u e s  p a g e s  de B a c h e l a r d .  P i e r r e s  
e t  p i e r r e r i e s :  l ' e x p é r i e n c e  s y m b o l iq u e  de J . - K .  H u ysm an s ',  RSH. 133, 
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1 0 0 .  Quoted in  F ernande Z a yed ,  Huysmans p e i n t r e  de son  é p o q u e .
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102* E* Nftlc| op« c i t « |  I|79*
103« 'En p u b lia n t  La C athédrale  en 1698 , Huyémané n 'a  pas songe un 
in e ta n t  à p ré s e n te r  au p u b l ic  u n r o a a n .  (• • • ) Les p erson n ages so n t 
peu nombreux e t  ne p a r a is s e n t  gu ère q u 'e n  q u a l i t é  de f ig u r a n t s ,  
pour e x p oser  l e s  vues e t  l e s  systèm es de l 'a u t e u r . '
G. V e y s se t , Huysmane e t  l a  m éd ecin e . 1950 , p .9 7 .
104. B. N e lson , 'L u k ács, Z o la  and the A e s t h e t ic s  o f  B e a l is m ',
S tudi F r a n c e s i . 7 1 . 1980, p .254*
103« Huysmans' manner has been p a ro d ie d  by A . K ie s , who Im agines 
D urtal p ro b in g  the sym bolism  o f  s a r d in e s «  'A l o r s ,  pour é d u lc o r e r  
d 'u lt im e s  n o is e s ,  D urtal songea un in s t a n t  aux s a r d in e s . I l  l u t  
1 ' I ch ty o o h a g ie  de Conrad de Spanheim ,doux moine allem and du ixème 
s i e c l e ,  l e  De S a rd in is  de B en o ît  d 'H ulskam p, l a  Pi s i  c u l t u r e  sa cra  
de M olanus, l a  Sym bolique des S a rd in es  de Dom Gaston C le m e n t . . . '
(BSH, 3 2 , 1956, p .3 1 ) .
106. K. T iso n — Braun, op . c i t . ,  p .1 3 0 .
107 . I b i d . ,  p p .5 11 -1 2 .
108 . See R . B a ld ick , o p . c i t . ,  p .2 6 9 , p .307*
109. Abbé P . B e l l e v i l l e ,  o p . c i t .  Abbé G. P é r iè s ,  La L it t é r a t u r e  
r e l ig ie u s e  de M. Huysmans. 1898.
110. La Femme p au vre . p .1 5 9 . C f .  n o te  40 a b ov e .
111 . N otin g  th a t l i t t l e  a t t e n t io n  had been p a id  to  Huysmans' p o s t ­
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c h o s e s . '  F a u t - i l  b rû le r  S a d e?. 1972 (1 9 5 5 ) .  p .2 6 .
113« ' . . . l e  cadre  d 'u n e  syn th èse  l u i  f i t  d é fa u t .  ( . . . )  Faute d 'u n
p r in c ip e  d 'u n i f i c a t i o n ,  Huysmans l i v r e  s e s  t a le n t s  e t  s e s  dons a 
l 'a n a r c h ie ,  in c o o r d o n n é s . ' R . Amadou, 'Huysmans e t  l a  s y m b o liq u e ',  
CTSJ. 8 , 1963, p p .2 52 -5 3 .
114. C f .  B. S a rr a z in , 'A propos de q u e lqu es  pages de B a c h e l a r d . . . ' ,  
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NOTES TO CONCLUSION
1 . M.Y. O r to le v a , J o r ie -K a r l  Huysmans rom an cier du s a l u t .
S h erbrook e , 1981»
2 . See P . V a lé ry , 'S o u v e n ir  de J .-K . H uysm ans', in  O eu vres. I ,  
(G a llim a rd , P lé ia d e )  1957.
3 . 'O rganiquem ent, chaque c o g i t a t i o n  du ce rv e a u , v iv e  e t  
p ro lo n g é e , p ro d u it  des v ib r a t io n s  n erveu ses  qu i donnent l i e u  à 
des ém iss ion s  f lu id iq u e s .  ( . . . )  l e  rem ords e s t  un f a i t  p h y s iq u e , 
e t  r ie n  au monde, l a  magie mSme, ne peut a rra ch e r  l e  m e u rtr ie r  
au fant&me de sa  v i c t im e , l e  v i c i e u x  à l 'o b s e s s i o n  de son  v i c e . '
J .  Péladan , Le V ice  suprême. 1979* p p .9 1 -9 2 .
4« See V . C h e rb u lie z , Le Comte K o s t ia . 1863, p .15* P .3 9 .
5 . M. G irard  has ob served  th a t  Z o la 's  a r t  co u ld  v e l l  be c a l l e d  
a 'Sym bolism e m a t é r i a l i s t e ' .  'N atu ra lism e e t  S y m b olism e ',
C ahiers de l 'A s s o c ia t i o n  in t e r n a t io n a le  des étu d es f r a n ç a i s e s .
6 , 1954, p .1 0 é .
6 . 'Le Carnet v e r t ' ,  Fonds Lam bert 75* B ib lio th è q u e  de l 'A r s e n a l .
7 .  'L 'a r t i f i c e  n 'e s t  pas sa p rop re  f in  e t  d issim u le^ un  b e so in  
d 'i d é a l .  Bans l a  c la u s t r a t io n  de des E s s e in te s  s 'o p è r e ,  non 
seulem ent une m éd ia tion  comme l e  je u  des s y n e s th é s ie s  b a u d e la ir ie n n e s , 
mais a u ss i une re ch e rch e  d 'é l é v a t io n  e t  de t r a n s ce n d a n ce . '
M a r ie -C la ire  R ich a rd , 'Le Thème de l a  c la u s t r a t io n  dans A R ebou rs
de J . - K .  H uysm ans', R ech erch es su r l 'i m a g in a i r e . 6 , U n iv e r s ité  
d 'A n g e rs , 19B0, p .6 1 .
8 . ftuoted from  M allarm é, in tro d u ce d  and tr a n s la te d  by A . H a r t le y , 
(P en gu in ) 1965* p .x i x .
9 . 'Chez Huysmans, c e t t e  o p p o s it io n  de l a  c h a ir  e t  de l ' e s p r i t  
ne r e c è le  aucunement une a t t i t u d e  d 'em prunt ou l a  v o lo n t é  
d 'e x p l o i t e r  l i t t é r a ir e m e n t  un m o t if  dram atique. Le rom an cier 
v é cu t  c e t t e  c o n t r a d ic t io n .  Le drame in tim e  de c e t t e  l u t t e  
in term in a b le  e t  a tr o c e  l e  ra va gea  e t  f a i l l i t  l e  d é t r u i r e . '
F lo ren ce  de L u ssy , 'V a lé ry  e t  Huysm ans', in  C o lloq u e  Paul V a lé r y , 
e d . C .P . B a r b ie r , 1978, p .2 9 5 .
1 0 . M .-C . B ancquart, ImageB l i t t é r a i r e s  du P a ris  ' f i n - d e - s i è c l e  ' .
1979, p .1 5 8 .
1 1 . See M. T o u rn ie r , Des c l é s  e t  des s e r r u r e s . 1979.
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A p r il  1887 
May and June 1887 
La Revue m ensuelle 
25 November 1867 
25 December 1867
La V ie  l i t t é r a i r e  
5 Septem ber 1878
La V ie  moderne 
25 June 1881
'L a  genèse du p e in t r e ' ( BSH. 5 5 , 1969)
'L e  S a lon  o f f i c i e l  de 1 88 4 '
•L'Emblème' ( BSH. 13 , 1935)
'C h ron iq u es  d 'a r t '
'L es  In d ép en d an ts '
'Le S a lon  de 1887 ’
'B e a u x -A rts : des p a y s a g is te s  co n te m p o ra in s '
'T h é â tre  du Luxembourg: l a  Vogue p a r is ie n n e ' 
(b o th  in  BSH, 2 7 , 1954)
'L a  V ie  l i t t é r a i r e  en B e lg iq u e : C am ille  
Lem onnier'
'Le Parc M onceau'
E. U npublished  M a ter ia l
The m ost v a lu a b le  so u rce  o f  u n pu b lish ed  m a te r ia l co n ce rn in g  Huysmans 
i s  th e  Fonds Lam bert o f  the B ib lio th è q u e  de l 'A r s e n a l ,  P a r i s .  The 
com plete  ca ta lo g u e  o f  t h is  c o l l e c t i o n  has been p u b lish e d  in  the 
B u lle t in  de l a  S o c ié t é  J . -K .  Huysmans. 7 3 , 198 1 . In  the p re p a ra t io n  
o f  t h i s  t h e s is ,  the f o l l o w in g  item s have been fou n d  e s p e c ia l l y  
u s e fu l :
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12 . N otes pour La Faim ( o r i g in a l  m a n u scrip t)
45» 4 6 , 4 6 . L e t t r e s  à d iv e r s  co rre sp o n d a n ts  (ty p e d  o r  h an d w ritten  
c o p ie s  by P . Lam bert)
62 . L e t tr e s  à Théo Hannon (ty p e w r it t e n  c o p ie s  by P . Lam bert)
75« Le Carnet v e r t  (h a n d w ritten  cop y  by P . Lambert o f  a n o te b o o k  
used by Huysmans from  1886 to  1906)
R e cu e il  d 'a r t i c l e s  (s e v e n .b o o k s  o f  p re ss  c u t t in g s  d evoted  to  h is  
l i f e  and work k e p t by Huysmans between the f o l l o w in g  d a te s : 1 ,  
December 1874 to  January 1893} 2 , January 1893 to  May 1896} 3 ,
May 1896 to  May 1896} 4 ,  May 1898 to  December 1900} 5» January 
1901 to  A p r il  1903} 6 ,  A p r il  1903 to  A ugust 1905} 7» August 
1905 to  January 1907)
In  a d d it io n , the f o l l o w in g  have been c o n s u lt e d :
M anuscript o f  A r e b o u r s . B ib lio th è q u e  R a t io n a le ,  n o u v e lle s  
a c q u is it io n s  f r a n ç a i s e s ,  15761
M anuscript o f  En r o u t e . B ib lio th è q u e  N a t io n a le , n o u v e lle s  
a c q u is it io n s  f r a n ç a i s e s ,  15361 ( f i r s t  u n fin is h e d  v e r s io n )
M anuscript o f  En r o u t e . B ib lio th è q u e  N a t io n a le , n o u v e lle s  
a c q u is it io n s  f r a n ç a i s e s ,  15362 ( d e f i n i t i v e  v e r s io n )
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Dates g iv e n  in  b r a c k e ts  are th ose  o f  the f i r s t  e d i t i o n  o f  a work
Abrams, M .H ., A G lo s s a ry  o f  L it e r a r y  Term s. New Y ork , R in e h a r t , 1957
Adam, P . ,  C hair m o l le ,  roman n a t u r a l i s t e , p r e fa c e  by P . A le x i s ,  
B ru s se ls , B ra n ca rt , 1885
A im ery, C h r is t ia n e , J . -K .  Huvsmans. L e t h ie l le u x ,  1944
A ld ic k , R .D ., The A rt  o f  L it e r a r y  R e se a rch . New Y ork , N orton , 1963
A le x is ,  P . ,  Le C o l la g e . D entu, n .d .  (B r u s s e ls ,  K istem a eck ers , 1883)
----- , La Fin de L u c ie  P e l l e g r in . C h a rp e n tie r , 1895 (1 8 8 0 )
----- , Madame M e u r io t . moeurs p a r is ie n n e s . C h a rp e n tie r , 1891
----- , 'N atu ra lism e pas m o r t ':  l e t t r es  in é d i t e s  de Paul A le x is  è
Émile Z o la , e d . B .H . B akker, T o ro n to , U n iv e r s ity  o f  T oron to  
PresB , 1971
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----- , 'Un s o t ' .  Le R é v e i l . 22 June 1884
A lle a , M ., La V ie  q u o t id ie n n e  sous l e  Second  Em pire. H ach ette , 1948
A lle n , L . ,  'L e t t e r s  o f  Huysmans and Z o la  to  R a f f a l o v i c h ' , Forum 
f o r  Modern Language S t u d ie s . 2 , 1966 , 214-21
Anon, Review  o f  L 'A r t  m oderne. S atu rday R eview . 7 J u ly  1883 
Anon, 'The C a t h e d r a l ',  L i t e r a t u r e . 26 March 1898 
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— , The G o n co u rts . Bowes and Bowes, i 960
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Beaumont, K .S . ,  'N ih il is m  i n  French L ite r a tu r e  1 8 8 0 -1 9 0 0 ',  Ph.D . 
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